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Abstract 
Governments around the world have pursued ICT based initiatives including the 
provision of infrastructure to assist regional areas to develop economically 
(Beckinsale et al. 2006). There has been considerable interest in exploiting ICT to 
develop high technology clusters and support innovative networks (Lawson & 
Lorenz 1999). However, these initiatives have met with mixed success. It is clear that 
such development depends on more than providing appropriate technology Attention 
to social and organisational factors is crucial if regional areas are to realise the 
potential of ICT as a tool for regional development (Gengatharen & Standing 2005). 
It is important to understand the nature of business networking as well as the 
perspective of those participating in such networks if successful initiatives are to be 
established. The aim of this research is to identify how ICT can be used for 
knowledge sharing among businesses in regional areas and how the online networks 
through which knowledge is shared can contribute to the development of the region.  
This research investigates the question of what value small businesses in those 
regions derive from knowledge sharing networks using ICT. It also seeks to identify 
the value creation potential of those networks for their region. Previous research has 
shown that large organisations have achieved significant value from virtual 
communities of practice (VCoPs) as a structure for sharing knowledge and 
supporting innovation (Wenger 2004). The concept of Communities of Practice and 
Virtual Communities of Practice provided a useful point of departure for this 
research. 
The investigation comprised interpretive case studies of two Australian regional 
areas and their local business networks which incorporated SMEs in a variety of 
industries. Each case study was conducted in three stages. First, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with regional economic development leaders. Second, 
192 small and medium business owners were surveyed about their business activities 
and their participation in local business networks. Third, in-depth interviews were 
conducted with 23 small business owners to gain a richer understanding of their 
participation in knowledge-sharing networks and the value they realised or 
xii 
anticipated from various knowledge-sharing activities. A combined analysis of the 
two cases was conducted as well as the individual analyses. The research adopted a 
modified Structured Case method (Carroll & Swatman 2000).  
The analysis of the two case studies revealed:  
a.) There was a significant difference between the majority of SMEs who 
traded within the region and those trading largely beyond the region. The 
latter’s more proactive online sharing knowledge and seeking of business 
opportunities would enable them to access most value from VCoEs.  
b.) The participating SMEs operated in a number of industries and what they 
had in common was an interest in improving their enterprises. Consequently 
they used their regional networks which were not aligned to any one 
industry to make connections and share knowledge. They did not necessarily 
seek to access specific information. 
c.) A necessary prerequisite of VCoEs is having vibrant CoEs where face-to-
face interaction enhances the development of trust and social capital. This 
appeared as an important factor facilitating the move to incorporate online 
knowledge sharing.  
d.) Younger businesses appeared to gain the most value from knowledge 
sharing in CoEs as they were using their networks to determine how to grow 
their firm. 
e.) The value of VCoEs to the SME participants is primarily in their general 
connection to other businesses in the region. Since the participants operate 
in a number of industries, what they have in common is an interest in their 
enterprises. The main value appears to come from the potential of the 
VCoEs to add to this connection and to social capital.  
This study found that successful management of VCoEs must:  
i) Ensure the network website is actively used by members before attempting to 
incorporate online knowledge sharing.  
ii) Monitor and stimulate online forum interaction rather than rely on interaction to 
occur naturally. 
xiii 
iii) Not rely on email as a mechanism for stimulating knowledge sharing. Email is 
seen as more appropriate for formal documentation than for candid exchange of 
views. 
The concept of virtual communities of practice was found to be somewhat 
inappropriate for the diverse SMEs in the regional networks. Because of their 
diversity, they do not necessarily see value in sharing knowledge about practice but 
they do see value in sharing more general information and in providing support, 
connection and ideas that facilitate the strategic direction of their business. To 
address this issue, the concept of virtual communities of enterprise (VCoEs) is 
proposed as recognition of what the participating SMEs had in common: an interest 
in their individual businesses as part of the region.  
The original contribution of this research consists of its identification of the issues in 
linking SMEs across industries. It provides new insights on the business practices of 
regional SMEs and developed the concepts of Community of Enterprise (CoE) and 
Virtual Community of Enterprise (VCoE) to capture the special nature of knowledge 
sharing in regional multi-industry business networks. New perspectives are revealed 
on the ways that value could be derived from knowledge sharing by these regionally 
networked SMEs, as such it adds to the body of knowledge in an area where there 
has been little systematic investigation. This research reinforces the importance of 
social capital as an essential pre-requisite for accessing the value of intellectual 
capital in regions. Social capital emerges as vital when establishing and maintaining 
face-to-face knowledge sharing in regional networks and a necessary pre-condition 
for successfully establishing online knowledge sharing. Trust is a key factor and this 
research extends understanding of the role of social capital and the importance of 
trust in regional networks and online interaction. Its findings have significant 
implications for the development and management of CoEs and VCoEs as it outlines 
the key elements that need to be addressed when establishing and maintaining them, 
the appropriate applications for this context and the issues involved in management 
of the networking and online contexts. These findings not only increase our 
understanding of the management dynamics of online networks, they can also 
provide guidance to those seeking to establish successful VCoEs. 
1 
Chapter 1  
Introduction 
The sustainability of regions is an issue that governments have been dealing with for 
many years. Many governments have undertaken initiatives in an attempt to 
stimulate regions to become economically and socially sustainable (Cabrer-Borrás & 
Serrano-Domingo 2007, Cassidy et al. 2005, Gerstlberger 2004, Harmaakorpi & 
Uotila 2006, Keogh et al. 2006). In Australia the downturn in the manufacturing 
industry in 1980s coupled with a relative decline in agriculture has adversely 
impacted on regional Australia as it has in other western countries (The Productivity 
Commission 2005). The resulting lack of an industry to drive development has meant 
that many regions are struggling to remain economically viable (Enright & Roberts 
2001). The long-term effects have been dramatic with a large proportion of the 
younger population moving to metropolitan centres seeking employment 
opportunities or to seek higher education (National Economics 2003). 
Inspired by the success of the high technology region of Silicon Valley in the United 
States of America (USA) and perceiving that information and communications 
technology (ICT) was the stimulus for its emergence, many governments throughout 
the world have invested heavily in ICT based regional initiatives, and Australia is no 
exception. A key focus has been the Australian Federal Government’s Networking 
the Nation program (DCITA 2005a) with similar ICT based initiatives undertaken by 
the State governments including Community Technology Centres Program (New 
South Wales), Communities Online (Tasmania), Connecting Victoria - Connecting 
Communities (Victoria) and Online Public Access in Libraries (Queensland) (Hearn 
et al. 2004). The evidence is inconclusive about whether these ICT programs have 
stimulated regional development (see, for example, Gengatharen et al. 2004).  
It is recognised that in the global knowledge economy ICT is essential for 
competition and that regions without adequate infrastructure are technologically 
disadvantaged. Programs such as Networking the Nation in Australia and the Inter-
regional Initiative for the Society of Information (IRISI) in the European Union (EU) 
(Cuadrado-Roura & Garcia-Tabuenca 2004) form an essential starting point by 
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providing an initial step in facilitating regional development. The preoccupation with 
technology infrastructure has, however, often obscured the underlying social and 
economic characteristics of a region which equally impact on a region’s ability to 
compete. Thus the issue becomes how can ICT infrastructure be built upon to make 
regions more sustainable in the global information economy. An understanding of 
these socioeconomic dynamics, and the nature of regional clusters and networks, is 
required for the ICT-based initiatives to be adequately evaluated. There is little 
information systems (IS) research in the area under investigation. Therefore, it was 
necessary to clarify the defining features of this problem. 
The overarching aim of this research was to understand how ICT can be utilised in 
regional areas to facilitate their development and sustainability. Before looking at 
ICT initiatives in regional development, some background is necessary. This chapter 
starts by describing the effects that globalisation in the information economy has had 
on regions. Having outlined the problem, I then set out my research aims in more 
detail and provide an overview of the chapters to follow.  
GLOBALISATION 
The rise of the globalised knowledge economy saw economic value move from 
resources to knowledge, coupled with an ability to rapidly transmit information 
globally using ICT (Castells 1997). It was anticipated that increased global economic 
benefits achieved through rapid transfer of documented knowledge at low cost via 
ICT would undermine locality as a source of economic advantage (Audretsch & 
Lehmann 2006). It emerged, however, that value of knowledge was in individual 
know-how which was difficult to extract and exchange and was retained within its 
context (Brown & Duguid 2001). Location became more important, rather than less, 
as the source of value in the knowledge-based economy. This apparent paradox 
between globalisation of economic activity where regional value was lessened by 
global competition; and localisation where local industrial activity increased it, 
resulted in burgeoning interest in regional development and clustering (Enright & 
Roberts 2001). The most successful regions were able to utilise global links to access 
markets and external expertise and local links facilitating internal innovative activity, 
high productivity and competitiveness (Fuchs 2002). A worldwide resurgence of 
interest in the region as an economic entity emerged, with the recognition that 
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economically successful regions have a positive influence on the economic success 
of the nation (Porter. 2003). Audretsch puts the point starkly: 
„… globalisation has dramatically altered both the spatial and the 
organisational forms of economic activity, rendering regional clusters 
once again a key building block for international competitiveness‟ 
(Audretsch & Lehmann 200, page 189).  
Many government policy initiatives were undertaken to facilitate regional 
development. The United Kingdom (UK) largely focussed on clustering through 
facilitating its small and medium enterprises (SMEs) (Hendry & Brown 2006, Keogh 
et al. 2006). Singapore’s government provided incentives for multinational 
companies (MNCs) to stimulate its economic development (Chew & Yeung 2001, 
Hwa 2003). State governments in the USA incorporated industry clustering into 
economic development plans (St John & Pouder 2006). The EU’s proactive regional 
development initiatives linked political and economic systems, establishing local 
government structures to support local economic systems (Amin 2004). In Australia 
the Commonwealth Government produced a framework for regional development 
with a commitment to deal with the globalisation challenge by working in 
partnership with regions to make them stronger and more self reliant. Five programs 
were established to this end: sustainable regions, export support, business 
development analysis, enhanced national competition policy, and raising awareness 
of Government information (Australia 2001). These have not had the desired effect 
because Australia trails well behind the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) average in terms of the economic contribution made by 
industrial clusters (Wickham 2005). Additionally, most regional areas are 
economically dependent on consumer spending and this is unsustainable (National 
Economics 2004). It appears that the effect of globalisation on regional Australia has 
been typified by winners and losers (Baum et al. 2007). A small number of regions 
involved in exporting minerals and tourism, or processing agricultural products, are 
benefiting from globalisation. The majority of regions, however, including inland 
agricultural regions and previously prosperous, and tariff protected, coastal and 
inland manufacturing regions have been adversely impacted by globalism (Baum et 
al. 2007). Australia desperately needed to incorporate structures that enabled less-
favoured regions to address the demands of globalisation.  
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Policy makers and regional planners are therefore seeking to develop their regions in 
the hope of achieving benefits from globalisation of the economy. They have 
increasingly recognised that many regions are no longer able to conduct their 
business solely within their own local milieu. To remain viable they have to keep up 
to date with global technological and organisational trends. If they do not they will 
be by-passed by those who are able to do so. In fact the very basis of competition has 
changed from the decreasing returns of the resource-based economy to a knowledge-
based economy of assets that increase with use. The successful region therefore is the 
one able to maximise its knowledge-based assets internally whilst retaining global 
links that provide access to external know-how, innovations and foreign markets 
through their global contacts (Fuchs 2002). 
REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
There has been much research, largely by economists and economic geographers that 
identifies agglomeration as the foundation on which regional economic development 
is based. Agglomeration occurs when firms group together in a geographical area or 
region. Marshall (1947) was the first to identify agglomeration of firms as a regional 
development strategy at the end of the 19
th
 Century. He described how cooperative 
economies of buying and selling labour, goods and services resulted in localised 
firms agglomerating into industrial districts which enjoyed many advantages as a 
result. An ongoing creative cycle was initiated where new ideas emerged, were 
incorporated by other firms, and by adding to them initiated a source for further new 
ideas. Examples include the much celebrated Emilia-Romagna region of Third Italy 
where decentralised networks of specialised SMEs provide the momentum for the 
economy (Amin 1999). Agglomeration is the major advantage of geographic 
location. It contributes to regional economic success and is crucial to creating and 
sustaining regional economic advantage. The agglomeration, of firms in a region 
provides benefits that would not otherwise be easily attainable. Here cooperative 
economies of buying and selling result in economies of scale and scope. Firms share 
expensive infrastructure which provides access to global markets and external 
information. The regional knowledge level is expanded when skilled labour moves 
between firms in the region, as their technical know-how and skill move with them 
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(Bellini et al. 2003, Caniels & Romijn 2003, Hospers & Beugelsdijk 2002, Marshall 
1947, Nacham & Keeble 2003, Tallman et al. 2004). 
Merely grouping firms together will not achieve regional development, and there is 
extensive discussion about the weakness of emphasising agglomeration alone 
without considering other aspects (see, for example, Hospers & Beugelsdijk 2002, 
Teague 1994). Marshall indicated key factors in the emergence of regions: they arose 
around existing physical conditions, such as ready availability of clay for pottery, or 
the demand for goods by patrons such as royalty. The stimulus for a region to 
agglomerate is initiated by existing physical conditions, market demands, chance 
event of history or even an accident. Marshallian industrial districts became 
entrenched because of the self-perpetuating advantages provided by the proximity to 
other firms with complementary skills. Such entrenchment occurs when ready access 
to labour markets, supply of specialised inputs, and knowledge spillovers, especially 
the exchange of technological knowledge, enable firms to learn from each other, 
obtain profits and increase returns – thus bringing economic benefits to the region. 
The result is that an industry becomes established in a region and tends to endure. 
Krugman (1991) named this process of an initial stimulus coupled with self-
perpetuating conditions cementing a regional industry as path dependency. These 
unique, facilitating conditions that make it endure also make it difficult to reproduce 
in another region (Amin & Thrift 1992) and endow the region with sustainable 
competitive advantage.  
A historic event initiated path dependency in the Silicon Valley high technology 
region. Stanford University’s Fred Terman sponsored HP and the establishment of a 
university research park, the revenue from which enabled the university to conduct 
world class research and subsequently provided the region with a pool of highly 
skilled labour. This generated much dynamic regional entrepreneurial small firm 
activity (Krugman 1991, McDonald & Vertova 2001). In the Third Italy path 
dependency emerged out of the pre-existing institutional frameworks: legal-social-
political networks defining how interaction occurred coupled with artisan specialities 
of the region (e.g., textiles in Prato, ceramics in Sassuolo, and furniture and shoes in 
Marche). These facilitated the development of socio-economic networks where 
innovative small firms incorporated low–level technology to create specialised 
products for niche markets supported by larger firms linking them to global markets 
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(Amin & Robins 1990, McDonald & Vertova 2001). Path dependency highlights the 
fallacy of recent regional initiatives that have been based on observing successful 
mature regions such as the Silicon Valley cluster and then attempting to reproduce 
them elsewhere. Path dependency also emphasises the importance of assessing a 
region’s strengths and weaknesses prior to incorporating any initiatives to stimulate 
agglomeration.  
CLUSTERS 
Clusters have long been recognised as a successful form of regional development. 
The term clusters was originally coined by Porter (1998) who defined them as  
„geographic concentrations of interconnected companies and institutions 
in a particular field. Clusters encompass an array of linked industries and 
other entities important to competition‟. (Porter 199, page 77) 
Porter’s seminal work combining the theories of regional development and business 
strategy has had a profound influence on the conception of why industry clustering is 
a particularly appropriate approach for successful regional development (Munnich 
2004). His research was conducted in many countries including UK and USA and 
stressed the important role governments have in fostering clusters (Porter 1990, 
Porter 1998, Porter. 2003, Porter. & Ketels 2003). In response, policy makers have 
frequently advocated clusters, best practices and benchmarking as key strategies in 
regional economic development (Amin 2000, Hospers & Beugelsdijk 2002). Clusters 
provide another way of organising the value chain by promoting cooperative 
behaviour where coordination and trust are cultivated (Porter 1985). Cooperative 
linkages between firms along industry-based vertical supply chains are important for 
competition between rival firms, because they provide an efficient, effective and 
flexible organisational form (Porter 1998). More sustainable regions are achieved 
through this coopetitive behaviour as manifested in increased local firm productivity, 
enhanced innovation, and stimulation of new business (Porter 1998, Porter. & Ketels 
2003). Once clusters establish path dependency in regions they endure, making them 
difficult to replicate elsewhere (Amin & Thrift 1992), thus consolidating regional 
economic value. This clustering process was most visible in the success of Silicon 
Valley high-technology cluster.  
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Silicon Valley is the industry cluster which has been used as an exemplar for other 
areas seeking regional development. Its significance was brought to attention by 
Saxenian’s (1994) seminal comparative study between the industrial systems of 
Silicon Valley and the less successful Boston’s Route 128. Silicon Valley was a 
regional-network-based system where MNCs decentralised their operations so that 
inter-firm networks created social and technological interdependencies which 
facilitated dynamic interactions between firms. The result was an intense transfer of 
technology between entrepreneurial firms and Stanford University. This stimulated 
high technology development (Munnich 2004) and brought success to individual 
firms within the region. A vibrant high-technology cluster emerged (Feldman et al. 
2005). Its defining features were open labour markets, dense social networks, 
cooperation and competition, and porous organisational boundaries that facilitated 
innovation. What caught the attention of policy makers was the way this high-
technology cluster brought value to the region through technological and 
organisational innovation, with the regional and global socio-economic networks 
enhancement of agglomeration and path dependency receiving less attention.  
Boston’s Route 128 region illustrates that even when agglomeration and path 
dependency have been achieved, this may not be sufficient for regional long term 
competitive advantage. There is more to regional development than the provision of 
resources, because it is important to understand the social factors involved (Hospers 
& Beugelsdijk 2002). Route 128 had a series of MNCs operating independently of 
each other. Each MNC tightly controlled the information that flowed across firm 
boundaries in their vertical value chains. This control was designed to ensure that 
valuable knowledge held within the supply chain flows was unable to ‘leak’ to 
competitors. However, this prevented new ideas flowing into the organisational value 
chain which had a stifling effect on innovation. It slowed MNCs’ ability to respond 
to technological changes so that valuable commercial opportunities were missed. 
Ultimately the lack of innovative input resulted in the MNCs becoming inflexible 
and the region started to decline.  
The contention of the clustering literature is that industry facilitation is the region’s 
basic unit on which sustainable competitive strategy is either won or lost. The value 
from industry clustering, particularly in high technology clusters, is technology 
transfer and innovation (Tan 2006). A common response by policy makers to the 
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success of high technology clusters was to try and replicate Silicon Valley’s 
technological factors (Amin 2000, Brown & Duguid 2002). This was fraught with 
problems as such an approach fails to take into consideration the unique 
characteristics (path dependency) of a region, its internal socio-economic networks, 
and its external, especially global, links to sources of information, markets and 
technological developments. A more appropriate strategy is to identify a region’s 
strengths and build upon those, so its competencies and innovative capacity are 
maximised. In contexts where there is no overriding industry nor the potential for 
industry based agglomeration to emerge (because there are neither demand nor 
supply conditions), attempts to facilitate clustering are doomed to failure. A far more 
meaningful approach is to facilitate the innovative capabilities of regions. This view 
is compounded by recent publications that argue that rather than clustering creating 
innovation the opposite is the case (Asheim et al. 2006, Feldman et al. 2005, 
Nooteboom 2006, Simmie 2006, Tödtling & Trippl 2005). Additionally, the 
delineation of a cluster, as outlined in Porter’s more recent work, was too broad to be 
meaningful because it encompassed a wide variety of configurations ranging from a 
single city of a region, to a state, a country or even across several countries which 
were commonly found in the EU clusters (Lee 2006). Thus, the concept of proximity 
becomes irrelevant in such large scale configurations (Asheim et al. 2006). A more 
appropriate approach when dealing with regional areas is to establish and promote 
local innovation systems as these have the potential to generate linkages which 
facilitate regional economic development (Simmie 2006).  
The lack of a dominant industry is commonly found in non-metropolitan regions 
throughout the world including Australia where its regions are frequently service 
centres for the surrounding districts. The overriding concentration by academics and 
governments on industry clustering has meant that there has been virtually no 
research into contexts where there is no dominant industry. For regions to remain 
viable in the current globalised information economy, research is needed which 
identifies how economic development in non-industry aligned regional contexts can 
be stimulated. The preceding discussion indicates that the facilitation of innovation 
has considerable potential.  
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INNOVATIVE MILIEU 
Previously it has been noted that innovation was a defining factor in the success of 
clusters, as indicted in the Third Italy and Silicon Valley experiences. Innovation was 
facilitated by their innovative use of technology coupled with these regions’ dense 
socio-economic networks and their access to external information via global links 
which enabled external views to be incorporated into the region. This type of 
innovation is indicative of a systems approach to innovation and technology which 
asserts that innovation is an interactive process (Malmberg 1997). Innovative milieu 
is the term that describes the complex innovative process stimulating regional 
development. The innovative milieu was defined by the Groupe de Recherche 
Europeen sur les Milieux Innovateurs (GREMI) (Camagni 1991). It emerged in 
Europe at approximately the same time as other countries (e.g., Baden-Wurttemberg 
in Germany) were following the lead of Third Italy by creating new industrial 
districts to facilitate their regional development (Fuchs 2002). The innovative milieu 
highlights how a region’s capacity to learn and innovate is based on the set of 
complex social relations (de Bernardy 1999) between an active community of people 
and a group of firms that naturally and historically occurred in a geographical area 
(Becattini 1990). It aims to illustrate how SMEs, operating in a defined economic 
relational space, reduce uncertainty through a process of dynamic collective learning 
where resulting innovation facilitates the whole region.  
Collective learning is integral to innovative milieu. It is the common knowledge of 
regional firms providing benefits not otherwise available, and is inaccessible to those 
outside the region.  
„Collective learning can therefore be defined as a dynamic process of the 
cumulative creation of knowledge freely transferred among economic agents 
whatever its origin by interactive mechanisms based on shared rules, norms, 
organisations and procedures‟ (Capello 1999, page 356). 
A key benefit of collective learning is that it gives firms in the region a mechanism 
for dealing with uncertainty and also a means of preventing lock-in (Nooteboom 
2006). Lock in occurred in Boston’s Route 128, where MNCs would not let 
knowledge flow either in or out of their supply chains. Collective learning is 
achieved via two spatial level aspects: continuity or space of cooperation, and 
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dynamic synergy or cross-firm linkages. Continuity is closely aligned with path 
dependency where socialisation enables accumulated local knowledge (know-how 
and experience) to be made accessible to SMEs over stable linkages (customers / 
suppliers) within the milieu (Capello 1999). Dynamic synergy is the vehicle for 
transferring accumulated knowledge across space (various supply chains) within the 
milieu and prevents lock-in occurring. Close proximity between SMEs facilitates the 
development of high trust which binds the milieu together into ties of reciprocity and 
obligation, thus overcoming misfeasance (MacKinnon et al. 2002). Dynamic synergy 
occurs through interfirm linkages, spin-off firms, and high labour mobility. It is 
crucial for avoiding lock-in using external, usually global, linkages which provides 
access to information and ideas external to the region. Thus continuity facilitates the 
development of path dependency while dynamic synergy ensures that access to 
external information prevents lock-in and creates an environment where new ideas 
lead to innovation. 
Collective learning uses knowledge as its source of value. The strong social relations 
established in the region’s socio-economic networks become vital to exchanges. 
These non-economic factors are important to sustainability and are reproduced by the 
unique political, social and institutional composition of the region (Storper 1997). 
They are most visible in high-technology clusters such as Silicon Valley where value 
is obtained not merely from developing high-technology products but largely through 
managing the multitude of relations involved in innovation networks (Capello 1999, 
Spence 2004).  
One of the few studies into collective learning was undertaken by Lawson and 
Lorenz (1999) who investigated how collective learning could be developed among 
regionally clustered firms. It was based on an examination of the firm capabilities 
literature, coupled with empirical evidence from two industry clusters: Minneapolis 
medical equipment cluster and Cambridge high-technology cluster. It illustrated the 
importance of knowledge as a source of competitive advantage when shared across 
the region via the socio-economic networks. An interesting implication of their 
findings was that for innovation to be stimulated it was necessary for the knowledge 
of the region to be challenged, thus forcing new ways of thinking to emerge. The 
development of the innovative milieu significantly changed the emphasis in regional 
development from a focus on the facilitation of the industry clusters to one where 
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collective learning stimulating innovation took centre stage. The limited research on 
collective learning indicated that a robust form of knowledge is required to facilitate 
it. What emerges is the need for a knowledge sharing framework suitable for use by 
disparate SMEs that not only stimulates knowledge sharing within the region but 
provides access to knowledge beyond the confines of the region.  
KNOWLEDGE SHARING FRAMEWORK 
The full benefit of knowledge sharing, or the presentation of one individual’s 
existing knowledge to another individual, occurs when external information becomes 
accessible to firms within the region stimulating innovation. Firms involved in global 
interactions usually take one of two forms: either they are involved in collaborative 
strategic business partnerships which range across the globe; or they have in-depth 
interactions with trade and professional counterparts (Malmberg & Maskell 2006). 
The transfer of knowledge over distance changes the way that communication occurs 
as face-to-face interaction is no longer economically feasible. Instead, codification 
(or documentation of knowledge) is required so that it can be transferred by some 
form of media across the globe. In today’s globalised electronic world ICT is the 
most common form of documentation. Utilising ICT for knowledge sharing is not 
easy as it does not offer an immediate or direct substitute. In fact, the Internet has not 
significantly influenced existing innovation networks (Steiner 2006). What is needed 
is a spatial and functional extension to local milieu that incorporates a network 
framework at the larger intra-regional level, and tools to facilitate computer mediated 
communication. Naturally this results in greater complexity, and is costly to 
introduce and manage.  
Several issues need addressing for effective ICT based communication. A key issue 
is deciding on the most appropriate ICT channel to use as the choice of media 
impacts on the style of interaction and therefore the quality of communication 
achieved. Using ICT as a mechanism for enhancing the communication process 
involves dealing with the technology and this creates behavioural effects specific to 
the ICT itself (Garrett & Caldwell 2002).  
What is needed is a knowledge sharing framework that incorporates ICT and 
stimulates regional collective learning, the key characteristic of the innovative 
milieu. The issue becomes how to incorporate ICT into a suitable knowledge sharing 
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framework to help create and support regional economic development where clusters 
and innovative milieux add value to the individual companies and the region as a 
whole. It is therefore important to understand how ICT can be used to extend 
knowledge sharing in regions so that the value potential of those regions is 
stimulated. 
RESEARCH AIM 
The overarching aim of this research was to understand how ICT can be utilised in 
regional areas to facilitate their development and sustainability. In pursuing this aim 
my primary research goal was to document the value ICT-based business networks in 
regional areas can provide both to businesses themselves, most of which are small, 
and the regions as a whole. It was important to see the issues through the eyes of the 
business owners themselves and to incorporate the views of others in the regions who 
have applied themselves to the issues of regional development. My focus has been 
Australia, not just because that is where I live, but because as an isolated continent 
Australia has much to gain from strong locally based regions with access to ideas and 
stimulation globally. Thus Australia provides a good example of the issues 
associated with enhancing local regions to operate effectively in global markets. I 
hope, therefore, that the conclusions of this research will be useful to people in other 
countries who face similar issues in seeking to use ICT to develop their regional 
economies to be sustainable in the global knowledge economy.  
OVERVIEW OF THESIS 
As a guide to the thesis and to help the reader understand how I am approaching this 
topic, the following chapter summaries are provided. 
Chapter 2 outlines regional development approaches in the information age, in 
particular the various approaches to incorporating ICT into regional initiatives. It 
highlights the instrumental role SMEs have in regions and identifies the 
interrelationships between SMEs, innovation, networking and value. It concludes by 
identifying what is required in knowledge sharing network relationships in order to 
understand how value creation can be enhanced by ICT. 
Chapter 3 considers research into ICT-based knowledge sharing in the regional and 
SME context. It describes the key knowledge sharing requirements of SMEs. Here I 
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consider the value that large organisations have obtained from online knowledge 
sharing strategies, particularly virtual communities of practice (VCoP). I argue that 
the core element of the conceptualisation of VCoP, i.e., ‘practice’, is not appropriate 
for regional SME networks because this focus overlooks what provides the common 
bond among SME owners which is the strategic focus of their enterprises. I suggest, 
instead, a better descriptor of regional business networks: Communities of Enterprise 
and Virtual Communities of Enterprise (VCoE).  
Chapter 4 provides the rationale for my research design and details the methods 
used in my empirical investigation. I used an interpretive approach to capture the 
attitudes, experiences and orientations of the SME owners and the expertise of 
authorities on the economic context of those communities. Two case studies were 
conducted which provided rich data from varied data collection techniques and 
allowed me valuable insights into the businesses and their context. 
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 outline the findings of the empirical research. Chapters 5 and 6 
describe the individual case studies for each region, and Chapter 7 provides an 
analysis based on the data from the two cases, including the findings of a telephone 
survey. 
In Chapter 8 I discuss the research findings and their interpretation in terms of the 
major theoretical issues identified in the earlier chapters. In this chapter I also 
consider the implications for practice of my findings, including those relating to the 
establishment and management of Virtual Communities of Enterprise in regional 
areas. The major findings of this research reveal that the regional economic leaders 
and SMEs owners recognised the crucial role of knowledge sharing and networking 
for value creation. As active users of ICT, SMEs clearly differentiate between ICT 
based mechanisms that are suitable for extending their interpersonal communication 
and those which are suitable only for formal business documentation purposes. A 
new previously unreported finding was the marked difference between the SME 
owners’ view of various ICT based channels of interaction and views reported in the 
large organisational literature. The VCoE construct emerges as a viable concept for 
business networking in regions and as a source of facilitating value creation.  
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Chapter 9 considers the contribution of the thesis, its limitations and areas in which 
further research may be conducted to extend our understanding of online networking 
and innovation among regional SMEs.  
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Chapter 2  
Literature Review – Part A 
The previous chapter identified the challenges facing regional areas as they try to 
compete in the current global information economy. It concluded by identifying the 
problem of trying to use ICT to provide value for small and medium sized enterprises 
(SMEs) and thus enhance regional development. In this chapter I review the 
literature on regional development approaches in the information age, and regional 
ICT initiatives. I highlight the significance of SMEs in regions and explore how they 
can create value through knowledge sharing.  
REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE INFORMATION AGE  
Regional development once again came into focus with the rise of the global 
information economy where the importance of location was recognised as 
instrumental to success. The most successful regions were able to link to global 
markets and expertise to facilitate local innovative activity, productivity and 
competitiveness. The popularisation of the Web in the 1990s provided considerable 
optimism about how the information economy and electronic commerce 
(eCommerce) could contribute to regions seeking economic and social development 
(Bellini et al. 2003). It ushered in the information age and communication in a 
manner previously unconceivable. Businesses could communicate almost 
instantaneously virtually anywhere around the world at minimal cost. The Web was 
heralded as an efficient mechanism for conducting business transactions and the 
transfer of information.  
People involved with regional development were optimistic that these changes 
enabled regions to conduct eCommerce on a broad scale with ease. Place and 
distance constraints, previously a severe limitation for many regions, were no longer 
such a restriction. People could conduct business beyond the area in which they lived 
providing they had Web access (Brown & Duguid 2002). Global linkages, 
instrumental to the success of regions, motivated governments to concentrate their 
regional initiatives on establishing connectivity. Their rationale was that if the Web 
was made accessible, firms within a region would take advantage of the opportunities 
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provided and establish valuable global linkages through which business opportunities 
would emerge. The prevailing view was that the networking opportunities thus 
created would assist the transition from traditional business processes to industry 
based eCommerce alliances (Braun 2002). Many examples of economic regions 
where the Web has been incorporated as the development strategy have been 
discussed. Singapore was one of these; it used the Web to extend its traditional status 
as a transport and trading centre to become a global eCommerce hub (Julta et al. 
2002, Sum et al. 2004). The Web was also a key factor in the proposed rejuvenation 
of the Silk Road trade route linking Europe and Asia to become an ‘e-Silk Road’ 
(Davison et al. 2003).  
REGIONAL ICT INITIATIVES 
Buoyed by successful Web based initiatives in other regions, a common government 
strategy has been to stimulate regional economies through the provision of ICT 
infrastructure. A key focus has been the establishment of telecommunications links 
and associated portals. In Australia, a country typified by widely geographically 
dispersed regions, governments have made significant investment in building 
connectivity to facilitate the incorporation of eCommerce into regions (Hearn et al. 
2004), from 1997-2003 $AUD 464 million was invested in Networking the Nation 
program (DCITA 2005a). In the UK, the UK Online for Business program used ICT 
to facilitate regional economic development and meet its aim of becoming a world 
leader in electronic commerce (eCommerce) (Searle 2001, Simpson & Docherty 
2003). The anticipation was that by funding community and business oriented portal 
initiatives the uptake of eCommerce would be encouraged and a vibrant community 
and economically successful region would emerge.  
„The motivation behind the creation of community portal REMs [regional 
electronic marketplaces] is to increase adoption of eCommerce by SMEs 
in the region and stimulate regional economic development‟ (Gengatharen 
et al. 2005, p. 413). 
ICT based initiatives assume that putting SMEs online engenders increased 
productivity especially in eBusiness and eCommerce (Martin & Matlay 2001), and 
thus improved regional development. This optimism by governments has widely 
resulted in disappointment (Beckinsale et al. 2006, Fisher & Craig 2005, 
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Gengatharen & Standing 2005, Hearn et al. 2004). It became apparent that although 
ICT is an essential pre-requisite for regional development it is insufficient on its 
own. Analysis of the mixed results of regional ICT initiatives, successes and failures 
shows that they are problematic (Fisher & Craig 2005, Gengatharen & Standing 
2005, Thompson 2005). It emerged that these technologies do not necessarily 
enhance the wealth of the region and its employment opportunities. For such 
initiatives to be beneficial regional participants must be involved in identifying its 
purpose. There has to be a source of ongoing funding to ensure sustainability. Most 
critical was the inclusion of collaborative processes where shared understanding of 
the regional needs and requirements are established so that the portal can be used to 
build new capacity, and to develop and strengthen the region (Thompson 2005).  
Prior to committing funds to ICT initiatives governments need to understand how 
these factors contribute to portal success (Fisher & Craig 2005, Gengatharen & 
Standing 2005). To this end Gengatharen and Standing (2005) developed a holistic 
four stage process for assessing the effectiveness of government supported SME 
regional electronic marketplaces (REMs). This model was used to evaluate two 
REMs: one successful and one not so successful. It emerged that managing technical 
factors alone was not adequate, without a social climate conducive to the 
development of the region, thus the implementation of a portal to facilitate the region 
had little chance of success. Consequently, the incorporation of such ICT based 
initiatives must be accompanied by effective management of economic and social 
factors.  
The assumption that the Web facilitates networking between firms independent of 
location and engenders eCommerce and innovation (Galloway & Mochrie 2005, 
Julta et al. 2002) overlooks an important aspect of the information economy. It is not 
merely technical, it is also based on social networking which supports the sharing of 
human knowledge (Brown & Duguid 2002). ICT reduces barriers to communication 
rather than initiating innovation (Kaufmann et al. 2003). Social rather than technical 
factors have been identified in Australian research as the most significant barrier to 
SMEs conducting Web based business. This involved the lack of interpersonal 
dealings with customers, a lack of trust in ICT, inadequate knowledge about 
conducting online business, and unskilled staff (Lawson et al. 2003). Slow Web 
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speed, and concerns about security are deterrents for firms conducting Web based 
transactions; however, non-technical issues have proved far more significant. This 
was demonstrated in the Central London media cluster where Web based cooperative 
relationships, identified as instrumental to its commercial viability and business 
success, were shown to have emerged out of interpersonal contacts previously 
established in face-to-face interaction (Nacham & Keeble 2003).  
Human factors are crucial in the acquisition and development of ICT (Searle 2001), 
especially as SMEs with high innovativeness are more committed to IS and have a 
better chance of successfully adopting ICT (Gengatharen & Standing 2005). My 
rationale is that providing ICT infrastructure and anticipating regional economic 
growth is flawed without considering the social aspects associated with ICT. The 
Web can adversely impact the value of social interaction, by diminishing its 
effectiveness (DCITA 2005b). Recognition of the importance of this was extended 
into the government realm when the Department of Communications, IT and the Arts 
(DCITA) released a discussion paper seeking input on the impact of ICT on social 
capital (DCITA 2005b). A social perspective is required when investigating the role 
of ICT as a value creation mechanism in the regional context, because it will ensure 
that social aspects are part of the discussion.  
High Technology Clusters  
Many have assumed that the intensive use of ICT was a key factor in the success of 
the high technology industries found in locations such as Silicon Valley (Brown & 
Duguid 2002, Hospers & Beugelsdijk 2002, Kolko 2002, Lawson & Lorenz 1999). 
The popularity of high technology clusters arose because SMEs were seen to use ICT 
in conjunction with flexible specialisation to effectively counteract effects of mass 
production and economic recessions, and to compete globally (Pihkala 1999). This 
inspired many governments to focus their regional development initiatives on 
replication of these high technology clusters as an ICT-based approach in the hope of 
achieving similar benefits (Brown & Lockett 2001, Diez 2003, Gertler & Wolfe 
2002, Hospers & Beugelsdijk 2002, Kolko 2002). A critical mass is needed for a 
high technology cluster to emerge in a region and this requires significant 
technological resources and skills.  
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Many governments cannot provide these resources and so a common strategy is to 
offer incentives to multinational corporations (MNCs) to establish themselves in 
their regions. The incorporation of several MNCs into an agglomeration has been 
instrumental for the success of the high technology clusters in Ireland, Singapore and 
Malaysia (Chew & Yeung 2001, Enright 2000, Trauth 2000). Enright (2000) 
describes this situation: 
„The typical contributions that MNCs can make to a host economy: 
employment, training, technology transfer, contribution to the balance of 
payments, supply of foreign exchange, creation of demand expectations, 
stimulation of entrepreneurship and the provision of spillovers (to 
suppliers, customers, and competitors) (Enright 2000, page 119). 
In these high technology clusters the industry provides a linking mechanism tying 
MNCs into a cohesive whole, where the value chain coordinates the vertical supply 
chains, engendering cooperative behaviour between competing rival firms. The 
region achieves increased productivity, new business emerges and innovation is 
stimulated. Thus the region remains an economic unit where the value is integrated 
into it and the MNCs in the region act as bridge entrepreneurs for SMEs providing 
access to world markets and external knowledge, and the competition between rival 
firms creates an environment of reciprocity (Boschma & Lambooy 2002). An 
essential element is that the MNCs seek access to local resources rather than control 
them. Thus both MNCs and SMEs have an important role in ensuring that 
competition and cooperation result in the region remaining an economic unit 
(Boschma 2004).  
MNCs as bridge entrepreneurs play an important role in regions by training 
employees who form their own ‘spin-off’ firms. Thus expertise is passed from MNCs 
to smaller firms, thus increasing regional knowledge and expertise. The instrumental 
role Siemens had in the micro-electronics industry cluster in Munich, Germany 
(Sternberg & Tamasy 1999) provides an example. As the major supplier and 
customer for SME microelectronics firms in the region, Siemens was instrumental in 
developing collective learning and an innovative milieu emerged. In fact Sternberg 
(1999) noted that Siemens was more significant in fostering research and 
development (R&D) than universities and research entities in the region.  
CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW PART A 
 20 
SMEs can also play an important role for MNCs in high technology clusters 
(Konstadakopulos 2000) because they provide essential local knowledge of regional 
culture including business style, regional technical specifications and standards. 
Without such knowledge MNCs’ acceptance into the region is hampered and their 
business suffers (Chew & Yeung 2001). SMEs obtain technological and 
organisational skills which they use to extend their markets and innovative 
capacities, and MNCs gain skills in local marketing and servicing, a symbiotic 
interaction of skill and knowledge exchange results (Zhou & Xin 2003).  
What is frequently overlooked is that MNCs can, however, be destructive to regional 
development. This occurs when they control interaction between their customers, 
suppliers and competitors to ensure information flowing in their supply chains is 
unable to ‘leak’ to external entities. This is in direct contrast to the porous boundaries 
across which innovative information flows in high technology clusters. When 
boundaries between MNCs enclose distinct independent company based systems, so 
that value flows to the MNC rather than to the region, the cluster becomes dependent 
on the MNCs rather than developing vibrant regional dynamics of interfirm activity 
(Enright 2000). This form of cluster development is known as a Herrigel trajectory 
where the value to the region is only retained as long as the MNC is in the region 
(Boschma & Lambooy 2002). When the MNC leaves, lured by better strategic or 
operational conditions elsewhere, the value goes with them. Examples of regional 
clusters declining or disappearing were described by Saxenian (1994) in the demise 
of Boston’s Route 128 region, USA; and by Tan (2006) in China’s largest high 
technology cluster the Zhongguancun Science Park. This initially dynamic cluster in 
China became dominated by a few MNCs who controlled the facilitation of 
innovation and technology transfer. The result was a diminution of the dynamic 
networked cooperative relationships between competing rival SMEs in the region 
where skills and knowledge were shared.  
What these cases illustrate is that the development of high technology clusters to 
stimulate and sustain regional development is fraught with problems that rarely relate 
to the technology itself. It is necessary to have a critical mass of knowledge and 
skills and a culture based on a shared set of values. Only then will active interfirm 
and networking, skilled labour mobility, and spin-off firms emerge (Carbonara 2004, 
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Keeble et al. 1999). The concentration on ICT fails to recognise that there are other, 
equally important factors which are instrumental to their success (Brown & Duguid 
2002, Hospers & Beugelsdijk 2002, Kolko 2002, Lawson & Lorenz 1999). The 
durability of high technology clusters is not associated with technical intensity; 
instead it is the skilled labour they contain coupled with a critical mass in know-how, 
skills, and networking (Grotz & Braun 1997, Kolko 2002). Although technology is 
often cited as the key factor in the success of high-technology clusters, path 
dependency (that is, the region’s unique characteristics) is its defining feature 
(Krugman 1991).  
Many regions lack a predominant industry (Baum et al. 2007, Buesa et al. 2005, 
Corpakis 2005, Crescenzi 2005, National Economics 2004). Such regions are 
typified by a diversity of industries, and a lack of coordinating factors capable of 
facilitating regional development (Rocha & Sternberg 2005). To ameliorate this, 
some governments have encouraged MNCs to establish themselves in their regions, 
acting as a unifying force and providing global market access. This approach can be 
unsustainable as the value may leave when the MNCs departs. Where no industry 
body or MNCs exist a mechanism is needed to facilitate innovation and thus regional 
development. Australian regions typically do not have industry clusters and SMEs 
predominate, thus we need a clearer understanding of SMEs and their role in regional 
development (Baum et al. 2007).  
SMES IN REGIONS 
SMEs are instrumental to success of regions (Coskun & Altunisk 2002, Floyd & 
McManus 2005, Fuchs 2002, Ivy 1997, Karaev et al. 2007, Longhi 1999, Parker 
2000, Sum et al. 2004), and are recognised as major creators of wealth and sources of 
employment in regions (Keniry et al. 2003). In fact, the majority of countries in both 
highly developed and developing countries nominate SMEs as crucial for their 
economic prosperity (Doloreux, 2005 #1085). This has been reported in the UK 
where SMEs have a greater business turnover than the combined figures of public 
sector and large organisations, and this situation is common in post industrial 
economies (Cooke et al. 2003). Ninety two % of businesses in Singapore are SMEs, 
which are responsible for two thirds of the gross domestic product (GDP) and 50 % 
of the employment (Sum et al. 2004). In Europe SMEs represent 99 % of businesses 
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(Floyd & McManus 2005) and are responsible for two thirds of the employment 
(Albors et al. 2005). A similar situation exists in Australia where 97 % are SMEs 
(Statistics 2002), predominantly small businesses that are recognised as vitally 
important for regional development (Australia 2001).
1
 In this section I therefore 
consider three aspects of SME activity in regions: their contribution to regional 
agglomeration, their characteristics as organisations and their innovative capacity. 
SME and Regional Agglomeration 
By examining the ways SMEs participate in regions we can observe how they 
overcome their resource shortages through networking with others and exploit 
opportunities which become available in the region. When SMEs co-locate in regions 
they derive agglomeration effects arising from existing physical conditions, for 
example ready availability of supplies, or demand, of products or services by 
customers (Marshall 1947). The value of geographic agglomeration to the success of 
SMEs and their regions has been the focus of considerable research (Nacham & 
Keeble 2003). We can observe SMEs meeting demand conditions in the current trend 
in many countries where population movement is to large metropolitan regions. This 
trend results in increased urban settlement and in turn provides many openings for 
SMEs in diversified labour markets and amenities (Paniccia 2006). Similarly, in non-
metropolitan contexts physical resources may create expansion of a region where a 
region’s natural resources create a resurgence in tourism, resulting in agglomeration 
of SMEs involved in the craft, personal service and business industries (Paniccia 
2006). When these regions become well-established, the resulting path dependency is 
created through the self-perpetuating advantages of proximity to other firms with 
complementary skills. An ongoing creative cycle is initiated where new ideas emerge 
and are incorporated by other SMEs, who then initiate sources for new ideas.  
SMEs can benefit from links with MNCs through participation in regional networks. 
By serving as sub-contractors and suppliers to MNCs they are given access to a 
                                                 
1
 Australian SMEs are separated into manufacturing and service sectors –manufacturing, small 
enterprises are those with fewer than 100 employees and medium enterprises 100 to 199 employees, 
whereas services sector small enterprises have fewer than 20 employees and medium enterprises 20-
199 employees (ACTETSME 1998). These employee numbers are lower than for either Europe or the 
US. 
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much larger customer base that affords increased revenue and easier access to 
markets (Gilbert et al. 2007). Similarly, SMEs achieve more economical access to 
higher quality technological resources from involvement in an industry. Networking 
along intra-regional linkages gives SMEs significant benefits which have been 
documented in Germany and Taiwan (Lin & Zhang 2005, Sternberg 1999). In 
various industries SMEs have achieved innovation benefits from networking via 
internal and external linkages to suppliers, customers and competitors as sources of 
innovative ideas (MacKinnon et al. 2004, Mohannak 2007, Novelli et al. 2006, 
Yamamura & Shinb 2007).  
In regions that do not have a predominant industry or MNC to coordinate their 
operations, other regional structures help SMEs to create value for themselves and 
their region. Socio-economic networks enable SMEs to overcome the lack of a 
central authority by coordinating themselves (Becattini 1990, Brusco 1990). In such 
networks cooperation prevents opportunistic behaviour between rival firms. SMEs 
gain access to resources, labour, low-cost finance, and raw materials. A key feature 
of such networks is flexible specialisation where technology is incorporated to make 
rapid changes in products, inputs and processes to produce a wide range of 
customised products that meet changing customer requirements and established new 
markets (Piore & Sabel 1984). SMEs involved in socio-economic networks have the 
capability to form into innovative sectors within regions thus producing benefits for 
themselves and their regions.  
For us to know how such networks can be effectively used to facilitate regions we 
need a better understanding of the unique characteristics of SMEs.  
Characteristics of SMEs  
Before examining how SMEs facilitate regional development it is important to 
understand those characteristics which define how they operate. The global 
information economy makes significant technological demands on SMEs (Lawson et 
al. 2003, MacGregor 2004) which are at a competitive disadvantage compared with 
their large organisational counterparts (Marino et al. 2002) in their access to 
resources and finance. SMEs’ ability to exploit market opportunities is constrained 
by resource shortages in ICT, technical infrastructure, and skilled labour. Therefore it 
is inappropriate to treat them as smaller versions of large organisations. The majority 
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are so small that this precludes functional departments and rarely are there specialists 
in a single area of expertise. The lack of internal resources significantly impairs their 
ability to operate effectively, thus they incur high failure rates (MacGregor & 
Vrazalic 2005). A critical issue for SMEs is accessing adequate equity capital to 
ensure ongoing growth and development (Albors et al. 2005, Feldman & Klofsten 
2000).  
The owner is instrumental to the way that the firm operates (Hutchinson et al. 2006, 
Karami et al. 2006) and its direction is idiosyncratically linked to the owner’s 
personality, vision and management style (Hutchinson et al. 2006, MacGregor & 
Vrazalic 2005, Piscitello & Sgobbi 2004). Consequently, success is closely aligned 
to the owner’s competence (Gengatharen et al. 2005). SME owners frequently 
establish businesses to become independent (Ritchie & Brindley 2005) but frequently 
the lack of formal education adversely influences their ability to succeed. This was 
documented in a UK study of SME owners in the electronics industry that showed 
the level of formal management education significantly influenced the level of 
strategic planning. Highly educated SME owners were more likely to have long-term 
and formalised planning in place (Karami et al. 2006). Thus long term planning 
influences SMEs’ ability to innovate (McAdam et al. 2004). Researchers have shown 
that entrepreneurial SMEs facilitate harmonious working environments which 
engender employees’ commitment to the firm’s success which achieves a 
competitive advantage (Castleman 2004, De Clercq & Rius 2007, Maranto-Vargas & 
Rangel 2007, Parker & Castleman 2007). Entrepreneurial SMEs recognise and 
incorporate external changes and thus ensure the long term survival of the firm. 
SMEs face considerable hurdles in maintaining their business operations as they lack 
internal resources and access to finance, have inadequate technical resources and 
these limit their potential to operate efficiently in the global information economy. 
Consequently their ability to succeed is significantly influenced by the owners’ 
entrepreneurial orientation. 
SMEs and Innovation 
SMEs have much to contribute to innovation. SME owners are central to the 
innovation process and their entrepreneurial orientation is indicative of the 
innovative potential of the individual firm (Karami et al. 2006, McAdam et al. 2004, 
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Suárez-Ortega & Álamo-Vera 2005). SME owner’s ability to recognise significant 
innovative ideas and provide organisational support, personnel and other resources is 
crucial to achieving value (McAdam et al. 2004, Simmie 2005). SMEs are the major 
generators of wealth and jobs in regions, consequently government innovation policy 
initiatives focus on establishing conditions to improve their competitiveness 
(Kingsley & Malecki 2004, Parker 2000, Subrahmanya 2005). Deregulatory 
measures designed to improve SMEs’ business environment through labour market 
and taxation reforms reward individual risk-taking behaviour, encourage 
entrepreneurial SMEs to be more proactive in their endeavours, and have flow on 
effects to regions (Parker 2000). We can see this approach in the USA, UK and 
Australian governments, amongst other capitalistic nations, which have incorporated 
the deregulatory approach (Castells 1997, Rycroft & Kash 2004, van Winkelen 
2003).  
There are a number of barriers to SME innovation, however. Small companies vary 
considerably in their innovative disposition (Doloreux 2004, Marino et al. 2002) and 
management structure, which in turn can facilitate or impede the firms' innovation 
capacity (Blumentritt 2004, McAdam et al. 2004, North & Smallbone 2000, Verhees 
& Meulenberg 2004). 
They are often challenged by deregulation and most are not interested in or capable 
of competing directly with their large organisational counterparts (Parker 2000). 
Governments may highlight that the increase in the number of SME businesses is an 
indicator of their deregulatory approach success. However, rather than an increase in 
entrepreneurial SMEs, it may result from downsizing in large organisations and the 
public service coupled with a shift from manufacturing and agriculture to service 
industries (Parker 2000).  
Limitations to innovation faced by rural and peripheral regions place additional 
burdens on already disadvantaged SMEs (Munnich 2004, North & Smallbone 2000). 
SMEs in rural and peripheral regions face particular barriers in their ability to 
innovate. We can observe this in their limited access to sources of information and 
knowledge compared to SMEs in metropolitan regions. As a result, they are slower 
in responding to marketplace stimulation (Kingsley & Malecki 2004). An EU study 
revealed that SMEs in peripheral regions have lower levels of innovative ability 
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which are responsible for extremely low economic development and standards of 
living (McAdam et al. 2004). For rural firms to incorporate innovation and compete 
in niche or global networks, improved technological infrastructure is needed to 
enable rapid access to external sources of information and knowledge (McAdam et 
al. 2004).  
It has been argued that the only way these SMEs can keep abreast of globalisation, 
changes in technology, and customer demand resulting from this deregulated 
environment is to form collaborative relationships with other businesses (Ballantyne 
2004, van Winkelen 2003). The resulting networking stimulates innovation (Rycroft 
& Kash 2004) and provides SMEs and their regions with the ability to use ICT to 
enhance their value creation potential. This is especially the case when there is no 
overriding industry to facilitate this networking. In the following section I explore 
how networking is able to facilitate innovation and value in regions. 
INNOVATION, NETWORKING AND VALUE IN REGIONS 
Networking and innovation are inextricably interrelated and are important to the 
development of value in regions. For us to understand how networking achieves 
value through innovation, it is necessary to establish what sources of value exist in 
regions and how this is developed. I will use this as a basis for identifying the issues 
facing SMEs in obtaining value from innovation, and innovation networks are a key 
strategy.  
Value from Innovation Networks  
Networks provide a mechanism for SMEs to overcome the uncertainty that arises 
from their lack of resources, skills and expertise by accessing and utilising sources 
external to the firm (Doloreux 2004, Novelli et al. 2006). Innovative SMEs have 
higher rates of network collaboration and linkages than their non-innovative 
counterparts (Simmie 2006). Many government policy initiatives use SME 
networking to facilitate innovation (Kingsley & Malecki 2004, Mohannak 2007). 
These multifunctional regional innovation networks aim to stimulate innovative 
capacity of the whole region and are typically larger and more diverse than single 
function inter-firm networks (Tura & Harmaakorpi 2005). They anticipate that new 
ideas and resources arising from these networks will result in sustainable innovation 
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(Tura & Harmaakorpi 2005) and the firms involved will become committed to 
regional long-term innovation even when they are not immediate beneficiaries.  
Whilst there is agreement on the importance of networks for innovation (Dharnaraj 
& Parkhe 2006, Doloreux et al. 2007, Maggioni et al. 2007, Novelli et al. 2006), 
there are conflicting views on the role of external networks. Rondé and Hussler 
(2005) maintain that innovativeness was engendered in the relationships that existed 
between firms within a region, whereas Mohannak (2007) pointed to external 
interactions with national and international customers and suppliers as essential in 
fostering innovation even when working on joint innovation projects with firms 
within a region. The socio-economic networks in Third Italy and Silicon Valley 
indicate that both internal and external networks are vital to regional success.  
„… the successful development of industrial districts made us aware of the 
fact that global integration tends to co-evolve with local networking: it 
was the way of organising production at the local level which made firms 
in districts successful on world markets‟ (Boschma & Lambooy 2002, page 
306).  
The internal networks in these regions were based on cooperation which became the 
rule of governance (Belussi 2006, p. 77). The norms and values established in their 
socio-economic networks had a moderating effect on the conflicting interests of 
firms so that an overall sense of community ownership maintained in the region 
minimised opportunistic behaviour by individual firms (Amin 1999). The trust that 
emerged ensured ongoing cooperative relationships, facilitated the transformation 
and exchange of knowledge between the firms, and resulted in learning and 
innovation. This shared regional identity, coupled with geographic proximity, 
differentiated these regions and boosted their competitive advantage. Cooperation 
provided access to resources (labour, low-cost finance, and raw materials) and 
enabled firms to form consortia for large projects, undertake joint research, and to 
operate in global markets.  
Access to external and global markets and information across porous boundaries is 
also critical in the development of collective learning instrumental to the emergence 
of innovation (Benner 2003). The boundary spanning inter-firm networking enables 
ideas to ‘leak’, even though some firms may lose out when this occurs, the region as 
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a whole gains (Brown & Duguid 2002). The Silicon Valley skilled immigrant 
employee is the embodiment of this boundary spanning where network linkages 
provide access to technical information, funds, suppliers, markets and talent (Coe & 
Bunnell 2003). Such linkages can be on the global or national scale, so that to be 
successful regional innovation systems need to incorporate regional, extra-regional, 
and international network linkages (Coe & Bunnell 2003).  
From this it can be concluded that regional networks provide significant value. This 
raises the question of how this value is realised when the source of value is intangible 
such as knowledge and benefits exchanged in socio-economic relationships (Amin 
1999).  
Value in the Knowledge Economy 
In the knowledge economy sources of value move from physical resources to 
knowledge assets (Alavi & Leidner 1999, Choi & Karamanos 2002, Choo & Bontis 
2002, Grant 2002, Malmberg 1997, Pan & Scarborough 1998). This requires 
effective knowledge sharing and tools to manage knowledge including information 
systems (IS) (Alavi & Leidner 1999, Boisot 2002, Davenport & Prusak 2000, Fulmer 
1999, Lee & Hong 2002, Malhotra 2000, Pan & Scarborough 1998). To incorporate 
these measures requires an understanding of how the firm or region uses knowledge 
as a source of value. This section provides an overview of two major conceptual 
categories for describing value: intellectual capital and social capital. 
Intellectual Capital is the Source of Value 
Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) definition of intellectual capital provides an 
appropriate foundation.  
„Intellectual capital is the knowledge and knowing capability of a social 
collectivity, such as an organisation, intellectual community, or 
professional practice‟ or regional network, (Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998, 
page 45). 
This definition illustrates that intellectual capital is the value of shared knowledge 
that is shaped by the context (Cegarra Navarro & Dewhurst 2006) where the 
knowledge-based equity of that context supports its knowledge-based assets 
(Abeysekera 2006). This is the intangible value that is inherent in the knowledge of 
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people (human capital), the ‘collective’ knowledge of the firm (structural or 
organisational capital) and inherent in the relationships with those external to the 
firm (customer, relational, or external capital) (Bontis 2002, Saint-Onge 1996, 
Stewart 1997).  
Human capital refers to the knowledge, know-how and expertise of the individuals 
within the firm or region. Human capital provides solutions and as such is the source 
of innovation and renewal (Saint-Onge 1996, Stewart 1997).  
Structural capital is the unique collective knowledge held by those within the firm or 
region (Brown & Duguid 1991) which gives it competitive advantage in meeting the 
needs of the market. This can be the internally shared understanding and knowledge 
held by those within the firm or it can be the knowledge which is stored in databases 
and shared throughout the firm using ICT (Saint-Onge 1996, Stewart 1997). 
External Capital refers to the value of the relationships with those external to the 
firm or region. It includes links to customers, suppliers and governments (Bontis 
2002). A good example of this is the penetration, coverage, and loyalty established 
with customers that provide profitability and from which sustainable competitive 
advantage can be achieved (Saint-Onge 1996).  
As can be seen, the concept of intellectual capital is helpful in conceptualising how 
knowledge operates as a source of value, because it views the firms’ or region’s 
embedded knowledge found in its people, organisational structures and relations with 
those external to the firm or region (Stewart 1997) in relation to its financial 
performance (Reed et al. 2006). Intellectual capital is the key driver of innovation 
and the key resource of the knowledge economy (Ichijo 2002, Pulic 2004, Sanchez et 
al. 2000, Stewart 1997). It indicates what knowledge an organisation or region has, 
its resources and capabilities and the ways these can be used to create new 
knowledge, as such intellectual capital is more important than tangible assets (Ichijo 
2002).  
Edvinsson (2005) identified that a core distinction of intellectual capital is its focus 
on future earnings and capabilities and this requires different leadership. Thus to 
understand how to manage intellectual capital in regions we require new ways of 
doing things where value focuses on future earnings and regional capabilities. 
Instead of managing the existing assets, a region requires knowledge 
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entrepreneurship where long-term resources of the region are leveraged (Edvinsson 
2005). This requires recognition of the existing explicit competencies, skills and 
knowledge of the region required to achieve its objectives. Only then can the 
region’s implicit competencies – human and structural capital – be used to produce 
value (Karlsson 2005). An intelligent region emerges where value is derived from 
integrating its knowledge assets to accrue benefits for the economic and social future 
of the region (North & Kares 2005).  
 Intellectual capital is the value of the knowledge and capabilities held by people, 
organisations and from external linkages. A region or firm requires social connection 
to realise the value of intellectual capital (Saint-Onge 1996). Facilitation of the value 
of intellectual capital comes from another source of value, social capital. 
Social Capital Accesses the Value  
Huysman defines social capital in the following terms.  
'Social Capital refers to network ties of goodwill, mutual support, shared 
language, shared norms, social trust, and a sense of mutual obligation that 
people can derive value from' (Huysman & Wulf 2004, page. 1). 
The norms and trust developed in the network (firm or region) facilitate coordination 
and cooperation between members to provide mutual benefits (Putnam 1995). The 
three dimensions of social capital provide a good basis for explaining how the value 
inherent in intellectual capital is realised. For clarity from now on I will use the term 
‘network’ as an overriding description that refers to any social group be it a network, 
firm or region. 
Every network has a set of shared understandings about how it operates. This is the 
cognitive dimension of social capital which includes members’ shared meanings and 
understandings of the network’s symbols, codes, language and stories. It includes the 
network’s culture that defines the ‘unwritten rules’ governing how members behave, 
what norms they have to conform to, and acceptable ways for members to interact 
with each other and with ‘outsiders’ (Inkpen & Tsang 2005, Pitt et al. 2006). We can 
observe shared culture in the expectations of how business is conducted in regions 
(Inkpen & Tsang 2005). For example, the rules of governance in the regions of Third 
Italy ensured cooperation and prevented opportunistic behaviour between rival firms.  
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The cognitive dimension is particularly useful in understanding the importance of 
intellectual capital in regions because it includes the shared goals or common 
understanding regional members have of approaches to tasks, outcomes and 
achievements that will be accomplished by their networks (Inkpen & Tsang 2005, 
Pitt et al. 2006).  
The relational dimension of social capital refers to the:  
„… social dynamics including trust, shared norms and values, 
interpersonal obligations and expectations‟ (Whittaker et al. 2003, page. 
3).  
The relational dimension is observable in the members’ level of embeddedness in the 
network (Taylor et al. 2004), or their degree of acceptance by other members. This 
acceptance is linked to the cognitive dimension or culture of the network which 
specifies the norms and obligations of the network. In the regional context the 
relational dimension is observable in the SMEs’ level of access to regional expertise 
and information which is determined by their degree of embeddedness in the culture 
of that region (MacKinnon et al. 2004). Embeddedness is developed over time 
through ongoing interactions between members, so that a history develops of what a 
member can expect of each other. Such ongoing interactions enable members to 
develop trust.  
Trust is a crucial aspect of the relational dimension because it facilitates cooperation 
between members and this cooperation strengthens trust (Nahapiet & Ghoshal 2002, 
Putnam 1995). 
„Trust is one of those rare commodities that can neither be bought; nor 
imported; it can only be built up painstakingly through a prolonged 
process of interaction‟ (Gertler & Wolfe 2002, page. 4).  
There are many levels of trust involved in network interactions, two of which are 
significant to my research into the regional context. These are institution-based trust 
and knowledge-based trust (Ardichvili et al. 2003, McKnight et al. 1998). Institution-
based trust occurs when members trust a network (firm or region) believing that its 
expectations and procedures are so transparent that members are protected from 
adverse reactions.  
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Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) define knowledge based trust as: 
„Knowledge-based trust emerges on the basis of the quality of the social 
exchanges in recurring interactions between trustor and trustee over time. 
It takes root as actors get to know one another and feel able to predict how 
the other is likely to behave in a given situation‟ (Tschannen-Moran & 
Hoy 2000, page 562). 
Knowledge-based trust is observable when network members know each other so 
well that they anticipate how each other will react in any given circumstances 
(Ardichvili et al. 2003, McKnight et al. 1998, Neergaard & Ulhøi 2006, p. 522, 
Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 2000). Trust is foundational to the development of 
relations in networks and influences the degree of embeddedness (and hence value) 
the member is able to achieve.  
The third dimension of social capital describes the overall pattern of linkages 
between members as a whole, and is termed network ties (Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998, 
Pitt et al. 2006, Whittaker et al. 2003). These network ties can be mapped so that the 
sources of value are able to be analysed. Allee (2002) was the first to provide a tool 
capable of identifying the sources of intangible value in her value network which she 
defined as:  
„… a web of relationships that generates economic value and other 
benefits through complex dynamic exchanges between two or more 
individuals, groups or organizations. Any organization or group of 
organizations engaged in both tangible and intangible exchanges can be 
viewed as a value network, whether private industry, government or public 
sector‟. Allee (2002, page 6) 
The real significance of network ties in social capital is not merely observing who or 
what interacts with each other, but rather determining how strong ties are between 
members because this strength influences access to value. Granovetter (1973) refers 
to this as tie strength which he defines as: 
„… a (probably linear) combination of the amount of time, the emotional 
intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services 
which characterise the tie‟ (Granovetter 1973, page 1361). 
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Tie strength identifies the level of the relational embeddedness between members in 
the network, and has two forms bonding and bridging (Fischer et al. 2002). Bonding 
occurs when there is strong trust between members. This is observable when network 
members are strongly tied together by a sense of identification and mutual support. 
Bonding is essential because it enables the network to develop a sense of group 
identity or culture which holds the members together (Frissen et al. 2004, Putnam 
2000, Taylor et al. 2004). Although strong ties or bonding are important for creating 
a sense of belonging to a network, if the ties are too strong they form a barrier to any 
new ideas or external knowledge entering the network. Thus a ‘silo’ mentality 
emerges and the network becomes so insular that essential value creating 
opportunities are unable to enter the network and the network stagnates.  
Bridging occurs where a person is a member of more than one network and shares 
knowledge and resources across networks (DCITA 2005b, Putnam 2000, Taylor et 
al. 2004). Weak external ties between networks or bridging provides access to 
external resources, or brokerage opportunities, where the member with access to the 
most resources has the potential to achieve the most value (Taylor et al. 2004). This 
bridging between networks is referred to as the strength of weak ties (Granovetter 
1973) or boundary spanning, where new knowledge travels across weak ties and 
creates innovation creating opportunities. The boundary spanning ability of network 
members is a critical determinant of their effectiveness in accessing social capital 
resources (Oh et al. 2006). A variety of boundaries need to be spanned to maximise 
the network’s social capital resources. For regions to maximise their value potential, 
access is needed to external entities that are able to bring in new ideas. For this 
reason, proficiency in exploring weak ties is crucially important for thriving regional 
development (Nooteboom 2006).  
Entrepreneurs are excellent boundary spanners because they are able to recognise 
and maximise the potential of resources in adjoining networks. They are also able to 
identify when two disconnected networks have potential for profitable opportunities 
which can be leveraged by a third connecting party (Pitt et al. 2006). In such 
situations the entrepreneur becomes a broker, not only facilitating the flow of 
information between the two networks, but also controlling its form and thus 
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ensuring that value flows to the entrepreneur (Molina-Morales 2005) and not 
necessarily to the region.  
Social capital derives from group processes where social interactions provide 
network members with access to its resources (Oh et al. 2006). The value a member 
derives from social capital is determined by the member’s position in the network, 
and the intellectual capital the network has available (Pitt et al. 2006). This includes: 
access to timely information which enhance opportunities; assistance via referrals; 
and reciprocal relationships where mutual trust minimises opportunism (Oh et al. 
2006). Such networks function both as a single entity and as an aggregate of parts 
(members) and can range in size from a family group, through to an organisation, or 
even a whole region (Pitt et al. 2006). Accessing this value is a mutually 
advantageous process of co-creation between the various organisational or regional 
stakeholders (Prahalad 2004, Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004, Rowley 2004, Skoog 
2003). Without such co-creation value is not readily available (Pulic 2004). The 
successful region is, therefore, the one with the capacity to use its social capital to 
access its intellectual capital to create, transfer and implement knowledge to facilitate 
innovation (Smedlund & Poyhonen 2005).  
A trusting and open environment where the individual and regional interests are 
aligned is essential to facilitate the exchange of knowledge in the region (North & 
Kares 2005). Thus management of regional intellectual capital emerges as a holistic 
meta-level capability where value is actualised in the dynamic interrelationships and 
joint actions of social capital that are oriented towards the region’s vision for the 
future (Rastogi 2003). 
From this discussion we can see that social capital is important to innovation and 
value for SMEs and their regions (Chen et al. 2006). In combination with intellectual 
capital it forms a foundation on which regional firms can maximise value by 
providing access to the knowledge resources in the region’s networks. The strength 
of ties influences the degree of value in networks. Social capital shifts the focus of 
attention from individuals sharing knowledge to networks as entities via which 
knowledge is shared. SMEs are able to use their knowledge sharing to overcome 
their size limitations especially when this is based on strong social capital. 
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The development of networks is based on existing social associations within regions 
(Cooke et al. 2003) and extends them to include access to external entities. Such 
interaction involves the use of ICT. In the next section I will explore what is known 
about SMEs’ use of ICT as a basis for extending the benefits of regional networking 
into the online context. 
NETWORKING ONLINE AND KNOWLEDGE SHARING 
In the current global knowledge economy the use of ICT (especially the Web) is 
perceived as being important to the success of regions and their SMEs. It is generally 
agreed that the Web provides a low cost means for SMEs to conduct eCommerce and 
eBusiness (Caskey et al. 2001, Daniel & Wilson 2002, Galloway & Mochrie 2005, 
Johnston et al. 2007, Mustaffa & Beaumont 2004, Piscitello & Sgobbi 2004, Salazar 
et al. 2003, Trauth 2000). However, SMEs’ use of eCommerce activities is low (see, 
for example, Chen et al. 2006, Fisher & Craig 2005, Mullins et al. 2001). They lag 
behind their large organisational counterparts in incorporating its use (Galloway & 
Mochrie 2005, MacGregor & Vrazalic 2005), although SMEs adopting global Web 
business solutions to improve performance were rewarded for their efforts (Johnston 
et al. 2007). To understand why SMEs are not using ICT and in particular the Web to 
its full potential, we need a better understanding of the issues that are impacting on 
that involvement.  
What has become apparent from the discussion so far is that technological issues are 
not the key influencing factors on the implementation of ICT or Web-based business 
and communications in SMEs. There are some technological issues that do have an 
impact. Current systems are rarely suitable for SMEs and need to be designed so that 
solutions are able to be tailored to specific SME needs (Parker & Castleman 2007). A 
considerable technological limitation for SMEs in rural and regional areas is the lack 
of adequate broadband connectivity for conducting online transactions. This has 
adversely affected SMEs in these areas which are lagging behind both in awareness 
of and implementation and use of Web-based operations (Galloway & Mochrie 2005, 
Grimes 2003, National Economics 2004). The over emphasis on technological 
solutions is a major problem in understanding ICT enabled networking.  
My examination of the literature uncovered a multitude of issues which reflected 
three recurring themes: organisational factors, relational factors and external factors.  
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Organisational Factors  
What comes through very clearly is that SMEs have their own distinctive 
characteristics (Castleman 2004, Parker & Castleman 2007, Shumarova & Swatman 
2007). They are not scaled down versions of large organisations (Castleman 2004) 
and so systems designed for the large organisational context are not applicable to the 
unique needs of SMEs (Corso et al. 2003). Global solutions are therefore not 
appropriate for SMEs, instead specific solutions are needed which focus on their 
individual requirements (Parker & Castleman 2007, Shumarova & Swatman 2007). 
How these individual needs can be assessed, however, requires that we examine 
more closely how SMEs as organisations respond to ICT. 
Previously, I identified that the direction SME firms take is idiosyncratically linked 
to personality, vision and management style of the owner. This is equally relevant to 
the incorporation and use of ICT because the most powerful factor influencing 
adoption and use of online operations is the SME owners’ orientation (Chen & 
Williams 1998, Corso et al. 2003, Del Aguila-Obra & Padilla-Meléndez 2006, 
Martin & Matlay 2001). The owner’s entrepreneurial orientation influences whether 
a proactive or reactive stance is taken to ICT adoption and implementation (Martin & 
Matlay 2001). Many owners still do not recognise the strategic value of the Web and 
many firms are only in the initial stages of its adoption (Del Aguila-Obra & Padilla-
Meléndez 2006).  
Lack of recognition of the Web’s potential is given as a key reason why SMEs do not 
invest in the necessary technological infrastructure and upskilling of staff required 
for this potential to be realised (Cardilli et al. 2004). Owners’ short term perspectives 
(Lawson et al. 2003), lack of recognition of potential (Del Aguila-Obra & Padilla-
Meléndez 2006, Zheng et al. 2004) and concern about costs and finance (Corso et al. 
2003, Coskun & Altunisk 2002, Galloway & Mochrie 2005, Shin 2004) have all 
been identified as obstacles. The small size of these firms also means that they lack 
specialised staff to develop and implement ICT (Blackburn & Athayde 2000).  
External Factors 
Smaller firms make greater use of external advice than their larger counterparts (Del 
Aguila-Obra & Padilla-Meléndez 2006). They purchase their ICT systems from 
software vendors and rely on consultants for advice about what systems to purchase. 
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They then use these ICT ‘experts’ as their major source of support in maintaining 
such systems. This approach of seeking support from software vendors and 
consultants has proved most effective as revealed by recent UK research Beckinsale 
et al (2006). In fact, SMEs’ incorporation of eBusiness into daily operations is 
largely driven by pressure from customers and industry groups. Others agree that 
customers and suppliers significantly influence incorporation of the Web into daily 
operations, and support is best provided by software vendors and consultants (Diez 
2003, Longhi 1999).  
There are, however, conflicting reports on how influential competitors are to 
eCommerce adoption, for example Daniel and Wilson (2002) showed that 
competitors were the main reason for SMEs adoption whereas Beckinsale et al 
(2006) revealed that they made little impression.  
Many governments are investing heavily in assisting regions with the up-take of ICT 
and much of this is directed to SMEs. Beckinsale et al’s (2006) research showed that 
these government policies and strategies geared towards SME adoption of Web-
based business had little influence and that government policies should instead be 
aimed at facilitating external advisors. A key factor in the success of the EU in 
promoting SME adoption of ICT was the use of change agents who were infused into 
the local community (de Berranger et al. 2001). Issues associated with trust were 
identified as being significant. Trust is one of the relational issues that need to be in 
place for successful ICT use by SMEs and these will now be discussed.  
Relational Factors 
Trust is central to interpersonal interactions, the key to the development of social 
capital, and equally in the virtual environment. Low trust issues centre on the 
concern about privacy of transactions and security. Social barriers influencing the 
managerial stance include a lack of trust in ICT, a lack of knowledge and awareness 
about eBusiness and Web use, and a lack of internal ICT or IS skills (Lawson et al. 
2003).  
Web communication is only effective when it is used in conjunction with relevant 
people, management and organisational practices (Galloway & Mochrie 2005). This 
is because knowledge sharing relies on having adequate social capital on which 
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interactions are based. Trust is a necessary prerequisite for interactive online 
interactions, and this requires time and ongoing face-to-face interactions to develop 
the mutual norms and obligations on which trust is based (Pihkala 1999). ICT is not a 
panacea for regional solutions and cannot be pushed if it is in direct conflict with the 
principles of social capital (Karlsson 2005). Social capital is therefore instrumental 
for any regional ICT communication initiatives.  
Online Knowledge Sharing Networks  
Knowledge sharing plays an instrumental role in SME networks. The small size of 
SMEs usually limits their operations to a single location and, consequently, social 
networks are most important for obtaining knowledge (Bartholomew & Smith 2006, 
Van Laere & Heene 2003, Whittaker et al. 2003). Little research has been conducted 
into regional SMEs’ interorganisational knowledge sharing (Albors 2001). There is 
evidence that the lack of internal resources means external knowledge is very 
important to their success (Fuller-Love & Thomas 2004). This was demonstrated in a 
UK study conducted by Chen et al (2006) that found: 99% of SMEs maintained that 
involvement in external knowledge sharing was important. Only 56% of these SMEs 
believed that they were effective in achieving improved business performance from 
their inter-firm knowledge sharing. In the previous five years nearly half had made 
costly mistakes due to lack of knowledge and a third of them had repeated those 
mistakes. These SMEs sources of external knowledge included customers, suppliers 
and personal contacts, and a few had shared with competitors. The latter form of 
knowledge sharing that Chen refers to is the coopetitive behaviour, where 
cooperative knowledge sharing occurs between competitors to maintain their 
competitive positioning in the market (Lawson & Lorenz 1999, Levy et al. 2003). 
SMEs have been found to be good at generating knowledge but poor at exploiting it 
(Levy et al. 2003, Riege 2005). However, strategically proactive, growth-oriented 
SMEs have far better absorptive capacity because they are able to acquire and 
assimilate knowledge and then exploit it (Liao et al. 2003). This suggests that 
although few SMEs have been able to maximise the potential offered by 
interorganisational knowledge sharing, entrepreneurial SMEs are taking advantage of 
this opportunity. Many factors adversely affect regional SMEs’ knowledge sharing 
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capacity and use of ICT or Web systems. These need to be resolved prior to the 
incorporation of ICT enabled knowledge sharing as Nunes advises: 
„In order to implement an appropriate knowledge management strategy in 
SMEs, cultural, behavioural, and organisational issues need to be tackled 
before even considering technical issues‟ (Nunes et al. 2006, page 117).  
This chapter has explored the literature on regional development including ICT based 
initiatives and identified the critical role that SMEs have in the regional context. I 
discussed the concepts of intellectual and social capital as tools for analysing the 
creation of value in the global knowledge economy. This highlighted the importance 
of knowledge sharing by SMEs online. In the next chapter I examine the literature 
that relates to knowledge sharing and ICT-based networks which potentially support 
value creation for SMEs and their regions.  
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Chapter 3   
Literature Review – Part B 
The previous chapter identified the challenges facing regions when value is 
intangible and SMEs are the major source of that value. It concluded that intellectual 
capital and social capital are useful tools for analysing value in the global knowledge 
economy and highlighted the importance of knowledge sharing online. In this 
chapter I discuss the knowledge management literature on knowledge sharing in 
SMEs, drawing from the literature on large organisations and, in particular, virtual 
Communities of Practice (VCoPs). The chapter concludes by proposing a new 
concept, virtual communities of enterprise (VCoEs), as a better way of 
conceptualising networks of regional SMEs by extending the key elements of 
VCoPs.  
KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN SME NETWORKS 
There is minimal research specifically on SMEs’ knowledge sharing practices. Much 
of the existing research overlooks SMEs, particularly smaller businesses, thus there 
is little information on how SMEs share knowledge (Chen et al. 2006, McAdam & 
Reid 2001, Nunes et al. 2006, uit Beijerse 2000, Wong & Aspinwall 2004). 
Consistent with this view is the assertion by Chen et al (2006) assertion that there 
had been little empirical research conducted into SMEs’ inter-organisation 
knowledge sharing practices. This lack of research does not indicate an inadequate 
understanding about knowledge sharing. There is a large and growing body of 
research into knowledge sharing, ICT systems to support knowledge sharing and the 
development of theory. The focus has, however, almost exclusively been on the large 
organisational context, particularly relating to world class organisations including 
multinational corporations (MNCs) (Cegarra Navarro & Dewhurst 2006, McAdam & 
Reid 2001, Nunes et al. 2006). The applicability of that research to the SME context 
has been questioned by researchers as the characteristics of SMEs differ greatly from 
their larger counterparts not only in their size but in their scope, scale and operational 
requirements (for example, Wong & Aspinwall 2004). What is needed is research 
that identifies the appropriateness of previous knowledge sharing research to the 
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SME context. A necessary prerequisite is to have an understanding of what is 
actually known about SMEs' performance and experience with knowledge sharing, 
and in the following section these issues are explored. 
SMEs and Knowledge Sharing 
Prior to SMEs implementing knowledge sharing solutions, a clear understanding of 
SMEs’ unique characteristics that influence such initiatives is needed, especially the 
cultural, behavioural and organisational issues (Nunes et al. 2006). A recent study of 
Finnish SMEs illustrated the potential that knowledge sharing offers SMEs, it found 
that knowledge sharing maturity was correlated to high growth. Those organisations 
which took a strategic approach to knowledge sharing were able to create value from 
their knowledge (Salojärvi et al. 2005). Other researchers agree,  
„Essentially, prosperity in the twenty first century will be dependent on 
their [SMEs] ability to establish a mechanism that enables them to 
continuously acquire, share and apply knowledge‟ (Wong & Aspinwall 
2004, page 47).  
These initial findings indicate the necessity for further research seeking to provide 
insights into knowledge sharing mechanisms with the potential to provide value for 
SMEs.  
SMEs obtain most of their information from external sources in informal situations 
where knowledge is shared in informal face-to-face interactions (Wong & DF 2000). 
SMEs recognise that managing, developing and diffusing knowledge is vital for 
overcoming their lack of internal resources (Corso et al. 2003, McAdam & Reid 
2001). This knowledge is obtained from external sources particularly inter-
organisation knowledge sharing (Chen et al. 2006). For example research into 
knowledge sharing activities of Italian SMEs involved in new product development 
using computer aided design (CAD) in the mechanical and engineering industries 
showed that these SMEs concentrated on managing their knowledge (Corso et al. 
2003), and this knowledge sharing was more likely to occur across organisation 
boundaries than within the organisation. SMEs often do not recognise that sharing 
knowledge can be a strategic asset which is essential for their survival, capable of 
providing value to their organisation and differentiating them from their competitors 
(Wong & Aspinwall 2004). It has also been argued that SMEs can have difficulty in 
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retaining knowledge once it has been acquired, and also fail to capitalise on their in-
house knowledge (Nunes et al. 2006, Wong & DF 2000). The picture that emerges is 
of SMEs with considerable knowledge sharing potential which they do not recognise. 
Many researchers have demonstrated that knowledge is significant in SMEs 
knowledge creation and sharing (Bennett & Smith 2002, Chen et al. 2006, Corso et 
al. 2003, Simmie 2002, Van Laere & Heene 2003). Consistent with other aspects 
within SMEs this knowledge sharing is significantly influenced by the managerial 
orientation of the owner (Albors 2001, Riege 2005). It usually occurs in informal 
situations such as social networks (Chen et al. 2006). SMEs are hesitant to share 
knowledge until they trust the situation, where trust influences their willingness to 
participate in formal meetings, and collaboration (Albors 2001, Brunetto & Farr-
Wharton 2007). Entrepreneurial SMEs, however, are more inclined to be involved in 
high-trust relationships where collaborative knowledge sharing occurred within 
regional networks because they are more entrepreneurial.  
The previous chapter identified that networking is important in SMEs inter-
organisation knowledge sharing activities where knowledge to support innovation is 
shared via interpersonal relationships. Recent industry based research which linked 
intellectual capital with network involvement showed that the innovative potential of 
such external networks is vital. Smedlund and Poyhonen (2005) demonstrated that 
sharing of tangible and intangible knowledge across production chains engendered 
new innovative knowledge when entrepreneurial SMEs were linked with institutions. 
Instrumental to the emergence of such innovative networks was the existence of 
developmental networks where knowledge was shared horizontally between SME 
peers. SMEs’ knowledge sharing practices are significantly influenced by the type of 
network.  
Relational factors have also been shown to influence the type of knowledge sharing 
occurring. This was illustrated in a study that specifically investigated the role of 
knowledge sharing practices in SME supply-chain, businesses and research networks 
(Magnusson & Nilsson 2003). This illustrated how networks managed members’ 
collaborative interactions through a combination of facilitating and intervening 
strategies, where one of these strategies usually predominated. In supply-chain and 
research networks a facilitation strategy predominated: the supply-chains used 
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structural facilitation of production knowledge, and research networks used cultural 
mechanisms to assist knowledge creation. Conversely, business networks were 
controlled by hub organisations that incorporated intervening strategies to govern 
instrumental knowledge exchanges (Magnusson & Nilsson 2003). In each of these 
types of network there was an authority with the mandate to manage the network: 
MNCs in supply-chains, hub organisations in business networks, and research 
projects in research networks. What is unclear is how knowledge sharing activities 
can best be managed when there is no overriding body to coordinate SMEs’ 
interactions, a situation found in non-industry aligned regional SME networks.  
The emphasis on ICT based interaction as a source of knowledge sharing is 
problematic. ICT-based networks, particularly those using the Web, are important to 
SMEs for obtaining knowledge (Chen et al. 2006, Spurge & Roberts 2005). One of 
the few studies into interfirm knowledge sharing by SMEs was conducted by Chen et 
al (2006) in the UK. This revealed that rhetoric about the importance of knowledge 
sharing online is not accompanied by action. Only one third of the SMEs who 
asserted that ICT-based networks were important were actually using ICT-based 
communication mechanisms such as online forums. SMEs much preferred to share 
knowledge face-to-face even when technological infrastructure was good. Corso et al 
(2003) concluded that the reason for such unwillingness is that most readily available 
networking technologies were designed for large organisations and do not meet the 
needs and characteristics of SMEs, as they are not easily adapted to the SME context. 
ICT-based solutions are required that are specifically designed for SMEs 
requirements. Not only is there inadequate investigation of knowledge sharing 
among SMEs, there is also a lack of understanding about how ICT based solutions 
can be incorporated into the SME context. A first step is to examine the strengths and 
weaknesses of ICT-based knowledge sharing in other contexts and investigate their 
applicability to the SME context. The large organisational context provides a good 
starting point as there has been considerable research undertaken in this area. It is 
important, however, that potential solutions are carefully examined to ensure that the 
unique needs and characteristics of SMEs in the regional context are taken into 
consideration.  
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LESSONS FROM LARGE ORGANISATIONS  
Large organisations became more involved in knowledge sharing with the emergence 
of the global knowledge economy as they recognised the necessity to access the 
value inherent in their intellectual capital (Alavi & Leidner 2001, Albonies & Moso 
2002, Ichijo 2002). This involved having strategies for creating / locating new 
knowledge, transferring that knowledge to where it was required and using it to 
create products and services (Choo & Bontis 2002). The key to successful knowledge 
sharing was ensuring that the required knowledge was available to the organisation 
when and where it is needed. This created a paradox of value as knowledge (unlike 
other resources) increased with use. It was costly to create and store, once stored it 
was easily shared and provided significant benefits to the organisation. However, this 
stored knowledge also became readily accessible to external organisations, and once 
shared lost its value, consequently, a new form of management was required, one 
that was able to recognise what knowledge to protect and what to share (Boisot 2002, 
Choo & Bontis 2002). A key challenge for organisations was not only recognising 
the value of its knowledge but also identifying how it could be used for competitive 
advantage (Ichijo 2002). 
The critical importance of such knowledge sharing to the success of organisations 
saw emergence of many knowledge sharing initiatives (Lee 2000). Initially efforts 
focussed on creating cultural change where individual knowledge was captured and 
stored in databases for later reuse (Alavi & Leidner 2001). A social change was 
required in which management actively promoted and rewarded knowledge sharing 
with rewards, and ensured that the structures, processes and technology were in place 
to support this (Davenport & Prusak 2000, Mertins et al. 2003). It aimed to 
incorporate knowledge sharing into the daily operations of the firm. Buckman 
Laboratories was one of the early pioneers to successfully establish such a 
knowledge sharing culture (Pan & Scarborough 1998). The organisational 
knowledge (data)base formed a major part of this approach. The following section 
outlines the main approaches to knowledge sharing adopted by large organisations. 
Codification in Knowledge Sharing 
The codification approach to knowledge sharing entails capturing individual 
knowledge and storing it for access by others (Jaitner 2003, Kankanhalli et al. 2003, 
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Mathiassen & Pourkomeylian 2003) at any time in any place throughout the 
organisation via common technology platforms such as MS Office and Lotus Notes 
(Matson et al. 2003). Although the capture and collection process is expensive and 
time consuming, once stored codified knowledge provides an economical mechanism 
for sharing vast amounts of knowledge rapidly and easily throughout the 
organization (Grant 2002, Jaitner 2003). It is most appropriate for organisations, and 
in situations, where knowledge required is standardised and relatively stable over 
time (Kankanhalli et al. 2003, Mathiassen & Pourkomeylian 2003). Ernst and Young, 
KPMG and Siemens all provide examples of successful codified systems that 
afforded competitive advantage through cost effective provision of services which 
have been documented in research (Kankanhalli et al. 2003, Lee et al. 2002, Matson 
et al. 2003). 
Codification systems have considerable limitations: individuals with particular 
expertise are often inclined to hoard their knowledge because they are concerned that 
if it became freely available their position within the company would be jeopardised 
(Holthouse 1999). Consequently, vital information was not captured. Reward 
systems set up to encourage individual contributions, although initially successful, 
failed to engender long term commitment (Malhotra 2005). Additionally, external 
sources of information were discovered to provide more detailed knowledge than 
was generated internally thus organisations with the capacity to access this obtained 
greatest value (van der Spek & Carter 2003, Zack 2002). The greatest strength of 
codification systems was also their weakness. They are excellent for the capture and 
storage of structured information and form an essential component of any knowledge 
sharing programme (Yoo & Torrey 2002). However, even with the most 
sophisticated codification tools and techniques knowledge captured only represented 
experts surface knowledge (Lee 2000). These limitations created a rethinking of 
knowledge sharing initiatives (Jaitner 2003, Matson et al. 2003, Styhre 2003).  
Personalisation in Knowledge Sharing 
Many organisations now recognise that the true value of knowledge was not in the 
knowledge stored in its knowledge bases (Felton & Finnie 2003, Spender 2002). 
Rather the value was to be found in its intellectual capital, its human, structural and 
external capital that was not documented but resided in the firm. This intellectual 
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capital included the skills and expertise of staff; unwritten organisational routines 
and practices (the way things are done here), and relationships with those external to 
the firm (Davenport & Prusak 2000, Heisig 2003, Hislop 2002, Jaitner 2003, 
Kankanhalli et al. 2003, Kreiner 2002, Saint-Onge 1996, Senge 1990, Stewart 1997). 
Realisation that this knowledge provided competitive advantage and was the source 
of innovation (Leonard & Sensiper 2002), organisations began to seek approaches to 
access its inherent intellectual capital (Desouza 2003, Gradwell 2003).  
Personalisation is the process when more unstructured knowledge is shared largely 
through direct personal communication (Kankanhalli et al. 2003). It is the main 
approach to facilitate knowledge sharing and networking (Heisig 2003, Jaitner 2003, 
Nicolas 2004, Oakes & Rengarajan 2002). Organisations encouraged this knowledge 
sharing through formal means such as meetings, and informal discussions between 
staff (Heisig 2003). This face-to-face knowledge sharing ensured communication 
was far more effective as visual clues enabled the message to be put in context 
(Garrett & Caldwell 2002). Although personalisation had the potential to provide the 
organisation with significant advantages it was not without its limitations. Face-to-
face interaction was expensive (Jaitner 2003, Mathiassen & Pourkomeylian 2003, 
Oakes & Rengarajan 2002) because it was time consuming and frequently incurred 
travel costs. Perhaps its greatest limitation was that any benefits of knowledge shared 
were confined to those who were actually present when interaction occurred (Jaitner 
2003).  
The change in focus to personalisation was significantly influenced by the work of 
Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) who aligned the innovative success of Japanese 
organisations with their focus on sharing personalised knowledge, and argued that 
the creation of such knowledge was the key to sustainable competitive advantage. 
Organisations operating in the global knowledge economy had to ensure they had the 
latest knowledge readily accessible (Yoo & Torrey 2002). It became imperative to 
incorporate ICT to facilitate personalisation. A recent example is the integration of 
the meta-framework by Wickramasinghe (2006) that incorporates Nonaka and 
Takeuchi’s knowledge spiral with data mining to achieve a unique collective of 
knowing that resides within a community. The emphasis on interpersonal interaction 
in personalisation placed ICT in a supporting role in knowledge sharing and 
collaboration (Ezingeard et al. 2000). A wide variety of different communication 
CHAPTER3 – LITERATURE REVIEW PART B 
47 
channels are used to facilitate such knowledge sharing (Oerlemans & Meeus 2005) 
of which two are relevant to my research: creating expertise location systems and 
establishing knowledge networks (Alavi & Leidner 2001).  
Expertise location systems are an electronic listing of personnel within the 
organisation where they are listed on a specific area of expertise rather than their 
trade or profession; and include a search mechanism for easily location of the 
required expertise. Expertise location systems make the knowledge of those with 
expertise in some relevant business aspect of the organisation easily locatable and 
accessible throughout the organisation. Many MNCs have established these expertise 
databases successful examples include BP, Buckman Laboratories, HP, and Shell 
(Kankanhalli et al. 2003). Expertise databases ensure the required knowledge is 
channelled to those who need it when they need it (Ezingeard et al. 2000). The 
‘experts’ with the knowledge are categorised for easy location, once located 
interpersonal interaction ensues between the expert and the user seeking the 
information, either electronically or in person. 
Knowledge networks use ICT to extend interpersonal interaction (Alavi & Leidner 
2001, Nicolas 2004). They involve online forums and other collaborative tools that 
may incorporate multimedia and as such are instrumental for developing innovation 
and value. For example projects in a large multi-unit electronics company were 
completed faster when teams collaborated with other units (Hansen 2002). IBM ran 
world wide ‘Jams’ (Dorsett et al. 2002) where managers from all over the world 
discussed a designated topic for a set period of time. These structured and guided 
sessions (Buchel & Raub 2002) enabled rapid identification of ideas which were then 
adopted and shared. External knowledge networks were used by Motorola, Novartis 
and Toyota to enhance their core competencies (Péna 2002).  
In addition to the benefits obtained from knowledge networks, large organisations 
became aware that much value was being generated in informal situations where 
members of the same trade or profession shared knowledge across the functional 
(departmental) boundaries. These groups shared specific knowledge associated with 
their trade or profession resulting in improved practices, time saved in better skills, 
processes and associated mentoring. This boundary-crossing activity was breaking 
down functional (departmental) ‘silos’ in organisations and resulting in many 
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innovation and value creating opportunities (Dayan 2003). An early example was 
observed by the anthropologist Orr in his study of Xerox technicians who were 
voluntarily meeting before work, during their breaks, at lunch and after work to 
discuss issues that arose in their work and to jointly solve problems (Brown & 
Duguid 1991). Lave and Wenger (1991) described such interaction as legitimate 
peripheral participation (LPP) where the conditions of learning were central to what 
is learned as a practitioner eg photocopy technician. LPP involves the enculturation 
of members so that they become to embody the group view of what is involved in the 
practice, and where learning, understanding and interpretation are developed in a 
communal context (Brown & Duguid 1991).  
The term Communities of Practice (CoPs) for such interaction was coined by 
Wenger (1999). His contribution to the field of knowledge management had an 
immediate and lasting impact. Within a short time most MNCs were implementing 
CoPs as their key knowledge sharing strategy (Lee et al. 2002), and its popularity 
still continues today. The boundary crossing behaviour of CoPs appears to have 
potential for regions as a coordination mechanism for disparate SMEs. In the 
following section I examine this potential.  
SOCIALISATION OF KNOWLEDGE SHARING - COMMUNITIES OF 
PRACTICE  
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) Communities of Practice (CoPs) arose in response to 
large organisational requirements for a knowledge sharing technique to facilitate 
continuous innovation in their transitions to becoming learning organisations. It 
rapidly became the quintessential knowledge sharing and collaborative mechanism 
used in large organisations (Lee et al. 2002, Zboraiski et al. 2004). CoPs addressed 
the five disciplines of Senge’s (1990) ‘learning organisation’ where systems thinking 
provided a conceptual framework to incorporate a shared vision, facilitated by deeply 
engrained mental modes of employees, to continually develop personal mastery 
through the involvement in teams rather than by individual learning. CoPs were 
driven by the perception that they could harness individual knowledge so that it 
became a valuable organisational asset when shared. Knowledge sharing in CoPs 
was a social proces where knowledge communities were based on a shared 
understanding of some aspect of knowledge facilitated the development of 
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relationships (Nicolas 2004). The issue of ‘managing’ knowledge, an individual trait, 
became even more pronounced when CoPs were incorporated into the organisational 
context.  
Structural Elements of CoPs 
CoPs have three foundational elements which differentiate them from organisational 
teams: a domain of knowledge, a community of people, and a shared practice.  
„Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set 
of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge 
and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis‟ (Wenger et 
al. 2002, page 4).  
Successful incorporation of CoPs into organisational knowledge sharing strategy 
requires a clear understanding of how these three structural elements combine to 
manage knowledge (Wenger 2004): The domain is the area of knowledge which 
CoPs members are interested in exploring and developing, and it binds members 
together in an integral unit. The community is the group of people who cluster around 
a domain, sharing knowledge and developing relationships. This community 
differentiates members from outsiders. The practice represents the expertise required 
by the domain and includes: 
 „… the body of knowledge, methods, tools, stories, cases, documents 
which members share and develop‟ (Wenger 2004, page 3).  
The practice of a CoP is defined by participation and reification (Wenger 1999). 
Participation is a collaborative process where meaning is negotiated. Reification is 
the objectification of that participation into meaning for members. These two 
dimensions continually converge, separate and reconverge as it becomes necessary to 
negotiate meaning. This occurs when members share stories, use particular 
terminology, and concepts that reify practice in a precisely understood form (Wenger 
1999). CoP membership is self selecting and voluntary. If, however, individuals lack 
the required knowledge and expertise (domain and practice) they are excluded from 
membership (Brown & Duguid 2000).  
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Value of CoPs  
The knowledge management literature makes it clear that CoPs are one of the most 
appropriate strategies for leveraging knowledge to achieve value and competitive 
advantage (Lemons 2005, Saint-Onge & Wallace 2003, van Winkelen 2003, Wenger 
2004, Zarraga-Oberty & De Saa-Perez 2006). Many organisations regard CoPs as an 
essential business practice of the 21st-century (Lemons 2005), with leading 
multinational companies acknowledging the contribution of CoPs to their 
competitive advantage (Wenger et al. 2002). A study by Lee et al (2002) found that 
over half of the Fortune Global Top 10 organisations were profiting from their CoPs. 
The most frequently cited is the World Bank which incorporated more than 100 CoPs 
globally to use its existing vast knowledge resources for its competitive advantage 
rather than attempting to discover new ones (King 2002, Lee et al. 2002, Stewart 
2001, Wah 1999, Wenger & Snyder 2000). Brown (1991) maintained that a major 
benefit of CoPs was their ability to overcome the inertia of large organisations to 
facilitate the change necessary for innovation to occur which lead to competitive 
advantage.  
Recognition of the value that CoPs could provide resulted in many large 
organisations funding and resourcing those that provided business productivity 
benefits. Member interaction in CoPs enabled better solutions to problem solving 
thus providing short term value. Long term value of improved practices occurred 
when members benchmarked their expertise (Wenger et al. 2002). The literature 
abounds with examples of value achieved through organisational CoPs (see, for 
instance, Allee 2003, Hildreth & Kimble 2000, Huysman & van Baalen 2001, 
Lemons 2005, Pavlin 2006, Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004, Saint-Onge & Wallace 
2003, Stewart 1997, Tsoukas 2002). Wenger et al (2000) categorised these as helping 
organisations to: 
 drive strategy, 
 start new lines of business, 
 quickly solve business problems, 
 facilitate its adoption of best practice, 
 develop professional skills, and 
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 recruit and retain talent. 
CoPs are able to create value by addressing two roles of economic exchange: they 
improve efficiency by continually reallocating resources to more productive uses, 
and stimulate new productivity by combining resources in new ways (Huizing & 
Bouman 2002). Tangible value attributed to CoPs includes quicker access to 
information, establishment of standards, and improved member abilities. Intangible 
value benefits, by contrast, are facilitated by the relational dimension of social capital 
such as a sense of belonging to the community, improved professional confidence 
and trusting relationships. In addition, CoPs help promote knowledge-based and 
institutional trust (Ardichvili et al. 2003), which were defined in Chapter 2.  
Organisations seeking to develop CoPs within the organisation have found that this 
requires a different management approach. It requires cultivation rather than 
directive style management (Snyder & Briggs 2003, Vestal & Lopez 2004, Wenger 
et al. 2002). Consequently CoPs are most successful when they emerge from bottom-
up initiatives that are facilitated by top-down support from management (Wenger 
2004), which requires a cultural change. The difficulties which this presents 
management with were recognised by Wenger et al (2002) and Josserand (2004) who 
provided frameworks for cultivating CoPs. These suggest that managers need to 
ensure that contradictory demands between CoPs and the organisation result in 
competitive advantage to the organisation. This is achieved by selecting appropriate 
CoPs to support, facilitating their development by ensuring they have access to the 
necessary resources, and reducing barriers to their success. An important aspect in 
ensuring that the CoPs provide value is putting in place controlling mechanisms to 
avoid the CoP deteriorating into a social club (Josserand 2004).  
Few have discussed issues adversely affecting the value potential of CoPs (Hildreth 
2004, Vestal & Lopez 2004). An exception was Hislop’s (2003) longitudinal case 
studies in seven multi-site organisations that were implementing IT based 
innovations. This showed that CoPs could adversely affect innovation within the 
organisation in two ways: by influencing the attitudes and behaviour of CoP 
members to resist innovation, and by hindering knowledge sharing outside the group. 
Hislop argued that CoP members 
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 „are just as likely to resist as to support innovation processes, and that 
they have the potential to inhibit as much as facilitate knowledge sharing‟ 
(Hislop 2003, page 184). 
In some cases CoP members bond so well that a situation of ‘lock in’ was created 
where ideas from outside are neither allowed enter nor leave the CoP. Thus valuable 
bridging knowledge is lost to the innovation process. Gieskes et al (2002) observed a 
similar lack of boundary spanning cooperation between CoPs in geographically 
dispersed organisational units. The clash between these CoPs led to inefficiencies, 
misunderstandings and lost learning opportunities. It becomes apparent that although 
organisations are creating value within their individual CoPs, they can still have 
difficulty dealing with boundary crossing issues between CoPs (Brown & Duguid 
1991).  
Individual CoPs can create significant value for organisations. There are, however, 
unresolved issues regarding interactions between organisational CoPs that are 
adversely impacting on innovation and value creation. These are magnified when 
ICT is incorporated as the means of extending CoPs interaction and I discuss these 
issues in the following section. 
VIRTUAL COMMUNITES OF PRACTICE 
The globalisation of operations by many MNCs requires operations to continue 
across time zones and wide geographical distances. Virtual communities of practice 
(VCoPs) have emerged out of the need to collaborate and share knowledge globally 
and involve online CoPs operating in distributed environments using interactive ICT. 
Through synchronous and asynchronous interaction they are an effective mechanism 
for transcending time and distance differences (Saint-Onge & Wallace 2003). This 
has enabled organisations to extend and enhance the value creating opportunities 
achieved in their CoPs (Lesser & Storck 2001, Saint-Onge & Wallace 2003, Wenger 
et al. 2002). Lemons (2005) noted a reduction in the time taken for new employees to 
become productive, increased organisational access to expertise, avoidance of 
replication of knowledge and processes, improved communication and collaboration 
across the organisation.  
VCoPs enhance individual, community and organisational value when interaction 
occurs on a wider scale facilitated by ICT (Millen et al. 2002). Specifically, 
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individuals and the community experience intangible benefits with individuals 
having increased trust, better understanding and increased reputation; and 
communities achieving improved knowledge quality, generation of ideas, problem 
solving, and common contexts (Millen et al. 2002). On the other hand, organisational 
benefits tend to be more tangible and include more rapid learning, increased new 
business, product innovation, and time savings (Millen et al. 2002). There are many 
examples illustrating such value (see, for instance, Ardichvili et al. 2003, Wenger et 
al. 2002).  
The assumption of much research in the large organisational context is that the term 
CoPs incorporates virtual interaction. In fact, Wenger (1999) alluded to this in his 
original description of CoPs where he identified issues associated with constellations 
of practice in which CoPs in different physical locations need to be linked together. 
He later suggested ways of managing distributed CoPs where members’ interactions 
are largely conducted via virtual means (Wenger et al. 2002). Distributed CoPs occur 
when members of a single (usually very large) CoP are linked together using ICT. 
The impetus for organisations to invest in the infrastructure required for VCoPs is 
associated with their perceived value creating opportunities for extending the 
improved efficiency and stimulation of new productivity in CoPs across their 
geographically or globally dispersed operations (Lee et al. 2002, Saint-Onge & 
Wallace 2003).  
Managing the move of a CoP to the virtual environment, however, is no simple 
matter. Additional issues arise and others are magnified. The virtual dimension adds 
complexity and alters the communication process. Problems arise in establishing 
distributed VCoPs when conditions of learning, central to being a practitioner, may 
not translate well into the virtual environment. This was highlighted in Hildreth and 
Kimble’s (2000) study which found that for VCoPs to be sustainable it was essential 
that opportunities were provided for ongoing face-to-face interaction between 
members. Social relationships, important in CoPs, become crucial for successful 
VCoPs because establishing sustainable bonding ties between VCoP members is 
difficult to achieve without face-to-face interaction. Maintaining relationships and 
motivation for ongoing involvement becomes more complex, especially establishing 
and maintaining trust. For this reason, technological factors are not as relevant (see, 
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for example, Garrety et al. 2004) when compared to these social issues when 
establishing and maintaining VCoPs. 
In CoPs legitimate peripheral participation creates a sense of group identity where 
members develop a common identity, purpose and motivation. This becomes 
problematic in the virtual realm as time and geographic distance become extra 
peripheral dimensions in addition to social periphery of CoPs (Hildreth 2004). These 
distancing factors make it difficult to retain participation and legitimacy in situations 
where ongoing face-to-face interaction is no longer possible (Hildreth 2004). VCoPs 
retaining LPP require a new approach and Hildreth and Kimble (2000) were among 
the first to examine how this can be achieved. Through their studies of MNCs, in 
various locations throughout the world, they distilled a three stage process by which 
successful implementation of VCoPs occurs: initially, an existing vibrant CoP is 
needed on which to base the VCoP; next, co-located CoP members establish 
connection virtually to new members; and finally, the emerging VCoP develops links 
with similar CoPs in other locations. Incorporating this process organisations 
establish VCoPs which validate legitimate peripheral participation.  
The success of distributed VCoPs is facilitated by the use of topics or boundary 
objects. Boundary objects focus on practice acting as mechanisms linking members 
to new ideas which are essential to stimulating VCoPs innovation and value creating 
potential. They become indispensable in this linking process as they are responsible 
for ensuring that quality and understanding are achieved. Central to the concept of 
boundary objects is Wenger’s (1999) notion of reification - the co-component of 
practice where meaning established in participation is objectified. In the virtual 
environment reification becomes critical as it is the objectification of the boundary 
object that links CoPs to each other (Henri & Pudelko 2003, Hildreth 2004, Kimble 
& Hildreth 2005). Boundary objects are built on mutuality and trust where VCoPs 
members develop and share knowledge. They serve as catalysts providing focus for 
participation and interaction and as such are the heart of VCoPs (Kimble & Hildreth 
2005). It is essential that the boundary object is robust enough to withstand transfer 
between CoPs whilst retaining their own local interpretations (Hildreth & Kimble 
2000). 
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VCoPs have been shown to be a suitable mechanism for obtaining value from 
organisational knowledge. The issue becomes how relevant these are in the regional 
SME context. An initial step in making this decision is to investigate how VCoPs are 
established.  
Management of VCoPs  
A significant challenge in establishing VCoPs is to successfully transfer CoPs online 
and ensure sustainability in virtual environment. As indicated in the discussion so far 
this is no easy task because it requires significant investment in resources and 
personnel and it necessitates that organisations ensure such moves result in 
organisational value. This requires that a VCoP’s goals must be consistent with an 
organisation’s strategic direction (Henri & Pudelko 2003, Saint-Onge & Wallace 
2003). Others have identified the importance of (Lee et al. 2002, Lemons 2005, 
Smeds & Alvesalo 2003): 
 strong leaders to manage and coordinate VCoPs, 
 a high status sponsor to champion them, and 
 committed members engaged around a relevant topic or domain of interest. 
The relational aspects, particularly trust, are crucial for VCoP success. Member’s 
commitment to the domain of the VCoPs is a top priority (Saint-Onge & Wallace 
2003). Once this has been obtained it is necessary to establish member lists, provide 
communication media, and define rules of engagement (Henri & Pudelko 2003). An 
executive manager is needed to sponsor and champion the VCoP, to proactively 
promote it, and to ensure finance for infrastructure, personnel and resources is 
obtained so that the VCoP become fully operational and capable of achieving 
sustainable competitive advantage (Dube et al. 2005, Lee et al. 2002, Lemons 2005, 
Pavlin 2006, Saint-Onge & Wallace 2003). A key task of a sponsor is to appoint a 
full-time VCoP leader to coordinate and manage day-to-day operations and stimulate 
members’ ongoing commitment (Dube et al. 2005, Kimball & Ladd 2004, Lee et al. 
2002). The importance of providing such a supportive environment was identified by 
Dube et al (2005) who found that not only did it overcome lack of resources but 
obstructive environments existed in all VCoPs that failed.  
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VCoPs use ICT as their major form of interaction. Thus it is necessary to ensure that 
the technology does not adversely impact on VCoP interactions. Saint-Onge and 
Wallace (2003) recommend that the organisation provides a uniform VCoPs user 
interface across an organisation so that members are confident that they can access it 
from any location with ease. ICT usability is influenced by the level of commitment 
of the members. A lack of familiarity with ICT deters involvement by VCoP 
members if they are not regularly involved, and especially if the user interface is 
poor (Dube et al. 2005, Tang & Yang 2005). However, when members are regular 
VCoPs users it has been found that technological factors do not impact on their 
involvement (Tang & Yang 2005). Wagner (2005) recommends that the most 
appropriate approach is to select the ICT that emulates the conversational style of 
face-to-face CoP interaction and use email, online forums and chat, instant 
messaging, telephone/video streaming and conferencing, group decision support 
systems, weblogs and wikis (Wagner & Bolloju 2005).  
VCoPs work well in large organisations where there is formalised power and 
authority assigned to them (Ardichvili et al. 2006, Dube et al. 2005, Hanley 2001, 
Hildreth 2004, Kimble & Hildreth 2005, Saint-Onge & Wallace 2003) and they are 
appropriately managed. This consideration of the social, not just the technical, issues 
of VCoPs appears to have considerable merit in the SME non-industry aligned 
context, especially as socio-economic networks have been shown to provide 
considerable value for SMEs (Becattini 2004, MacKinnon et al. 2002, Pihkala 1999). 
The most important factors for successful VCoPs centred upon developing and 
sustaining relationships and having effective boundary objects (Hildreth 2004). It the 
section to follow the applicability of VCoPs as a means of achieving sustainable 
value for SMEs and their regions are explored. 
VCoPs in Regions 
Investigations into the face-to-face use of CoPs by SMEs are rare and those that exist 
are industry based. One of the few examples that relates to SME CoPs within a 
regional context is Forsman and Solitander’s (2004) study of Finnish jewellers. Their 
research investigated how well CoPs were able to move from one country to another. 
It identified how those SMEs who had existing cognitive capital (norms, conventions 
and language) of both Russian and Finnish national cultures achieved sustainable 
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competitive advantage when forced to relocate to Finland, whilst others without 
these were unable to continue in business.  
„This example serves as a reminder that organisational embeddedness and 
a community of practice, is not very useful without the right socio-cultural 
and geographic embeddedness‟ (Forsman & Solitander 2004, page 14).  
This research also identified the importance of boundary spanning for innovation. 
The competitiveness within the industry when relocated meant that SMEs were loath 
to share information regarding their practice, except with those within their own 
CoPs. It emerged that their inability to incorporate new ideas had resulted in them 
being left in a ‘time warp’ and were being overtaken by those with access to new 
technological ideas (Forsman & Solitander 2004). 
My analysis of the literature found little empirical research on VCoP use by regional 
SMEs. The available research frequently focuses on distributed VCoPs in industries, 
such as those in the Spanish optometry industry (Dewhurst & Cegarra Navarro 
2004). Another example of regional SMEs’ use of VCoPs in an industry was 
conducted by Ho et al (2003). They showed how a VCoP had spontaneously 
emerged out of virtualisation of the textile and clothing industry supply chains in 
Hong Kong. Here MNCs provided the infrastructure for SMEs so that the MNCs 
could conduct transactions with their SME suppliers online. By participating in these 
online supply chains SMEs became familiar with ICT and soon recognised the 
benefit of extending their interpersonal interactions with SMEs in other supply 
chains. VCoPs began to appear clustered around domains of common practice. 
Benefits flowed onto the industry when new industry specific knowledge was 
embodied within the VCoPs. Ho et al (2003) concluded that this was, in fact, a new 
source of capital. 
Within large organisational VCoPs a formalisation process is necessary to ensure 
their effectiveness and sustainability. The above examples show that in the industry 
context this has been provided by the industry and MNCs. Ho et al (2003) 
maintained that benefits of VCoPs could be extended to regional SMEs by 
establishing specifically designed industry, educational, government or non-
government organisation (NGO) portals (Ho et al. 2003). However, others have 
shown that such ICT initiatives using portals have been problematic and failed to 
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deliver anticipated regional benefits (Beckinsale et al. 2006, Fisher & Craig 2005, 
Gengatharen & Standing 2005, Hearn et al. 2004). This raises the question of 
whether VCoPs can deliver value in regional contexts where no industry or MNC 
exists to provide coherence amongst SMEs.  
VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES OF ENTERPRISE A MODEL FOR REGIONS 
The foregoing discussion indicated that regions typically contain SMEs in diverse 
industries, which lack a common practice to act as a domain for the emergence of 
CoPs. An examination of the drivers of regional growth provides some guidance. 
The economic geographers Taylor and Plummer (2003) identified two sets of 
interrelated factors which drive economic development in regions: the level of 
human resources and an enterprise culture. Human resources are the latent local 
know-how and skills of the region which represent its inherent intellectual capital. 
Enterprise culture is found among those exhibiting technological leadership and a 
willingness to take risks. Enterprise culture involves a knowledge sharing 
environment that facilitates formation of coalitions of SMEs that exploit emerging 
business opportunities for their value potential, thus encouraging them to be 
enterprising (Taylor & Plummer 2003).  
Taylor and Plummer (2003) maintain that the key to establishing such an enterprise 
culture is facilitating SMEs to interact with each other so that they are able to exploit 
opportunities as they arise within the region. This requires forums where SMEs meet 
and interact so that new ideas are generated and business opportunities are identified. 
Larger organisations are needed to furnish infrastructure and finance necessary for 
establishing these forums where their smaller SMEs counterparts can form and re-
form coalitions on a needs basis so that entrepreneurial SMEs participating in more 
than one coalition at a time can flourish (Taylor & Plummer 2003). By encouraging 
interaction in this way there is significant potential for the development of social 
capital and trust (Oh et al. 2006, Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004, Rowley 2004, Skoog 
2003), which are essential for accessing a region’s inherent intellectual capital 
(Nooteboom 2006). What this process describes is a situation where boundary 
spanning is being fostered between the disparate firms in the region. These bridging 
links enhance the region’s potential for innovation (Nooteboom 2006). These 
features are typical of those found in CoPs which address one of the drivers for 
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promoting economic development in regions, namely, access to the latent know-how 
and skills in ‘human resources’.  
In CoPs it is the interest in the domain of knowledge and expertise about a specific 
practice that drives members’ involvement. CoPs are based on a shared interest in a 
particular form of practice. Members share knowledge, gained from working in the 
field, simply to improve the skills and expertise of the practice. Any ‘reward’ from 
such participation is intrinsic (Wenger et al. 2002). This focus on practice puts the 
emphasis on what people do and thus is suitable for operations-level activities and 
for the development of artefacts (Wenger et al. 2002). An enterprise culture, on the 
other hand, is a forum where people meet to share knowledge and in the process 
improve economic viability of the enterprise, through innovation at the strategic level 
(Taylor & Plummer 2003). SME owners’ activities are more than ‘practice’. They 
are engaged in innovation at the strategic level where they focus on the enterprise as 
a whole, not on practice per se. This may be achieved by becoming involved in a 
coalition with another organisation, or it may merely be obtaining information about 
ways in which their enterprise is able to be run more efficiently across a number of 
areas of practice such as marketing, finance and so on.  
In order to reflect this orientation (and the knowledge SME owners are likely to need 
and to share), ‘the enterprise’ should be the major focus of any investigation 
attempting to analyse their innovative and value creation activities. I propose here a 
modified version of the Community of Practice concept which relates to the 
knowledge sharing, network learning and innovation existing in many regional 
clusters, whilst addressing the specific requirements for a strategic level enterprise 
culture, it is designated Communities of Enterprise (CoEs). This highlights the 
importance of SMEs’ participation at the strategic level coupled with their 
relationships amongst members of a community. The Communities of Enterprise 
(CoEs) concept’s ability to highlight the SMEs’ knowledge sharing, value creation 
and innovative behaviours make it a valid model for fostering regional clustering.  
The issue now becomes do these CoEs have the potential, like CoPs, to go online and 
extend their value creating potential. SMEs’ lack of internal resources means that 
they do not have ready access to resources and knowledge. By extending their CoEs 
into the online environment through the incorporation of VCoEs would provide 
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SMEs with ready access to these through trusted contacts. The benefits that this 
could provide would include access to external, particularly global expertise and 
information. Significant time and cost savings could be achieved by avoiding 
replication of others mistakes, generating new ideas, and by solving problems. The 
improved communication with other SME members could lead to better 
understanding and increased reputation. This extended access to knowledge could 
stimulate the generation of innovative ideas and formation of new alliances (Molina-
Morales 2005, Taylor & Plummer 2003). What this illustrates is that by 
incorporating ICT and forming VCoEs there is significant potential for not only 
improving individual SMEs, but for extending the value and innovative capability of 
regions. By doing this the potential for the emergence of an innovative milieu which 
leads to clustering is maximised.  
Value Potential of VCoEs for SMEs and Regions  
The success of a CoE or VCoE can be assessed by its ability to generate intellectual 
capital. This is achieved by interaction between three sources of intellectual capital 
when members (people) of the CoE use ICT (infrastructure) to share knowledge with 
external sources of capital (customers / suppliers / collaborators) via the VCoE. The 
types of intangible value that SMEs and regions may achieve from this combination 
of intellectual capital include: more rapid learning, generation of new ideas for 
products and services, re-use of existing knowledge assets and faster response times 
(Lesser & Everest 2001). Thus the generation of innovative knowledge becomes a 
source of sustainable competitive advantage (Dewhurst & Cegarra Navarro 2004). 
The entrepreneurial orientation of VCoEs provides access to intellectual capital and 
thus becomes a valuable asset for SMEs and regions.  
CoEs are based on relationships, where bi-directional horizontal flows of knowledge 
occur between equal partners, which Smedlund and Poyhonen (2005) identified as an 
essential pre-requisite for innovation in SME networks. The incorporation of ICT 
into value networks extends their reach so that people who do not know each other 
can share knowledge even though relationships are less intimate. ICT can draw 
different networks together to achieve common goals, can combine their knowledge 
in new ways, and can provide access points which enable individuals to establish 
identity within a far wider network (Vaast 2004).  
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VCoEs provide an ideal model for enhancing innovative culture in regional clusters. 
They establish an enterprise culture where collaborations of SMEs form to exploit 
emerging business opportunities for potential value. Their latent human capital can 
be accessed via collaborative processes and thus maximise innovation and value 
potential within the region. Online interactions extend innovative potential to include 
coalitions with external sources so that inherent knowledge of external, particularly 
global, sources are made available to regions. Access to value inherent in social 
capital revolves around network ties between members. Social capital is very 
significant for ICT regional initiatives involving VCoEs and virtual communities 
have been identified as a means of enhancing regional social capital with the added 
potential of facilitating the development of learning regions (DCITA 2005b).  
Incorporation of ICT into SME regional context CoEs is complex as there is no 
overriding body with authority to put in place the formalisation processes to ensure 
success. A more sustainable approach would be to formalise associations arising out 
of informal business networks because these are built on cooperation and mutual 
trust (Ahlstrom-Soderling 2003). In regions many such business networks exist. Thus 
using existing business networks to establish VCoEs has significant potential for 
providing the leadership and management necessary for non-industry aligned SME 
clusters.  
Business associations are formalised networks through which SMEs can network and 
develop innovative potential. Frequently they emerge when SMEs cluster to address 
an underlying problem (Ammenberg et al. 1999). Networking opportunities have 
enabled SMEs to address issues that they would not have been able to achieve alone. 
Identified as playing a crucial role in formation of value constellations, business 
associations can emerge spontaneously when SMEs in different industries group 
together to take advantage of value activities (Heidenreich 2005, Sousa et al. 2006, 
Vanhaverbeke 2001). They  
„… enable entrepreneurs and SMEs to learn about the opportunities of 
new technologies, organisational practices and cooperative action‟ 
(Vanhaverbeke 2001, page 110). 
Belonging to a business association establishes strong social relationships and 
enables the formation of collective knowledge and other value creating intangible 
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assets. SMEs’ voluntary involvement provides opportunities for social interactions in 
forums, access to services directed to addressing their needs, and lobbying 
governments and other instrumentalities (Ravarini et al. 2005). Membership of a 
business association cultivates individual trust between SME members, and 
institutional trust, thus an essential pre-requisite for virtual interaction is able to be 
forged (Bennett & Robson 1999). These formal networks are widely recognised as 
meeting the needs of SMEs and can play a vital role in changing the shape of SME 
networking (Heidenreich 2005). Do these associations have the capacity and 
inclination to establish virtual environments necessary for establishing VCoEs? 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS  
As explained in Chapter 1, the aim of my research is: 
To identify how ICT can be used for knowledge sharing among businesses 
in regional areas and how the online networks through which knowledge is 
shared can contribute to the development of the region.  
My analysis of existing research has identified that while there is much research on 
regional development, on SMEs, on ICT and knowledge sharing (including VCoPs), 
there is little empirical research into how these issues play out in regions where there 
is no industry to coordinate its value creation activities. In this research I wish to 
understand better how ICT can be utilised to promote innovation in regional areas. 
Thus the overriding research question addressed in this project is: 
What value do small businesses in regional areas derive from knowledge 
sharing networks using ICT? What is the value creation potential of those 
networks for their region and how can this potential be realised? 
To answer this research question I needed to be able to identify the impact of the 
regional context on SMEs’ ability to achieve value individually and for the region as 
a whole. This required that I was able to identify the alignment between the goals of 
the SMEs and their regions. The literature shows that regional SMEs are involved in 
many formal and informal networks but using ICT to support regional development 
has often been problematic. The specific research questions I sought to answer are: 
 How does the regional context impact on non-industry aligned SMEs ability 
to achieve value for themselves and their regions?  
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 What value do SMEs obtain from knowledge sharing in regional business 
networks? 
 Can ICT expand the value that SMEs achieve from their networking 
involvement? 
 What are the key issues involved in managing the incorporation of ICT into 
knowledge sharing between non-industry aligned SMEs?  
In the next chapter I outline the approach and method I adopted to investigate these 
questions. 
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Chapter 4  
Research Method 
My research sought to identify how SME business networks in regional areas could 
extend the value they and their regions were achieving from their interpersonal 
knowledge sharing by moving those networks online using ICT. This chapter 
outlines the research methods I implemented to investigate this research aim.  
Much IS research assumes that there is an organisation to mandate how ICT is 
applied and used both internally and externally (Galliers 2003). In the regional SMEs 
context, however, there is no such organisational structure. A research design was 
required that provided both a spread of data sources and a depth of understanding of 
the context. A three-stage data collection process enabled me to achieve this.  
An analytical approach was required that would give the necessary insights to answer 
the following research objectives: To identify the impact the non-industry regional 
context has on SMEs ability to achieve value. The value SMEs derived from 
knowledge sharing in business networks, and the capacity of ICT to expand that 
value. The key issues involved in managing SMEs ICT based knowledge sharing in 
the non-industry regional context.  
In this chapter, I discuss the rationale that guided my choices for the research design 
as well as the methods used for data collection and analysis that enabled me to 
address these research aims and objectives. 
INTERPRETIVE APPROACH 
By examining IS as a socio-technical entity, I was able to evaluate the role of the 
SME regional non-industry context (Stockdale & Standing 2006). A research 
approach was required that enabled me to identify the interrelationships between the 
issues influencing SMEs networking, use of ICT, and their associated value creation 
potential and needs. I needed to understand these issues so that I would be able to 
ascertain the multiple meanings SMEs and their regional economic leaders placed on 
what SMEs were doing. Only when I understood these issues could I ascertain the 
viability of VCoEs and appropriate techniques for incorporating them. I chose an 
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interpretive approach because it allowed new insights to emerge in the relatively 
unexplored area of IS in the SME regional context (Huysman et al. 2003).  
The interpretive perspective enabled me to examine IS phenomena from the SME 
and regional informant’s perspective and to analyse it in conjunction with the non-
industry aligned regional context (Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991). The interpretive 
approach perceives human social actions as inherently meaningful and people as its 
differentiating aspect (Lee & Baskerville 2003), one where the meanings people 
place on their sense making activities arise out of their goals, culture, experiences 
and history. By examining SMEs and regional informants shared language, norms 
and values I was able to obtain an understanding of the way these formed and 
informed their practices and the meanings of the regional context (Klein & Myers 
1999, Weber 2004). This enabled me to obtain an info-culture perspective of social 
capital where communities rather than individuals were the knowledge sharing 
entities that created and exchanged value (Huysman & Wulf 2006, Saint-Onge & 
Wallace 2003). The interpretive approach emerges as eminently suitable for my 
examination of virtual communities of enterprise.  
This social construction approach acknowledged the presence of people and their 
understandings as integral to the context and subject under consideration (Lee & 
Baskerville 2003). The participants’ subjective meanings created and attached to the 
regional non-industry context therefore became the objective reality of that context 
(Lee & Baskerville 2003). In my role as an interpretive researcher this social 
constructionism meant I was integrated into the participants views of the research 
context (Checkland & Howell 1998, Klein & Myers 2001, Orlikowski & Baroudi 
1991, Weber 2004). Not wanting to influence my participants I took a weak 
constructionist, or ‘neutral’ observer, stance to maximise their perception that my 
research was unaligned with any individual, group or organisational views, or vested 
interests that existed within their regions, thus encouraging them to be more open 
and honest in their responses (Walsham 2006). 
Whereas I used an interpretive approach usefully in eliciting the opinions, attitudes 
and patterns of behaviour from the regional leaders and the SME owners in Stages 1 
and 2, I was also able to collect data in Stage 3 about the reality of the regional SMEs 
situation that was ‘waiting to be discovered’ (Neuman 2000, page 72) which I have 
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analysed quantitatively. Consequently, part of my research design is less interpretive 
and more consistent with a positivist design. I do not see any contradiction in this 
because I have incorporated the regional leaders and SMEs meanings about their 
situation with what in fact they actually do. 
CASE STUDY METHOD 
My interpretive research required a method that was capable of capturing rich 
insights into the use of IS in the real world context of the SME regional context. The 
case study is particularly suited to interpretive IS research (Klein & Myers 1999, Lee 
1989, Markus 2000, Trauth & Jessup 2000, Walsham 1995). Not a simple construct, 
it is not a single method but rather a combination of methods and differing sources of 
data collection.  
The interpretive case study emerged as the research method with the greatest 
potential for addressing the requirement of my empirical investigation into the 
regional SME non-industry aligned context. Its major strength was its capacity to 
enable me to access a range of perspectives from the regional informants and SMEs 
thus provide me with relevant historical information, attitudinal perspectives, and 
behavioural issues about the non-industry regional context (Yin 2003 501). The case 
study was ideal for my research, it enabled me to integrate triangulation of methods, 
(semi-structured interviews and surveys), sources of data (regional informants and 
SMEs), and thus access their complementary strengths (Hakim 1987). By doing this I 
was provided with a more rounded and complete account of networking, ICT, and 
knowledge sharing of the non-industry aligned regional SMEs under investigation 
(Gengatharen et al. 2004, Hakim 1987, Nunes et al. 2006). By using the multiple 
stakeholder perspectives of regional economic leaders and SMEs it produced rich 
deep descriptions and meaningful insights into the non-industry regional context, 
enabling me to investigate more fully the potential of the VCoEs construct.  
Stake’s (1995) issues are a conceptual structure to organise the study of a case where 
identification of issues questions draw attention to problems and concerns and thus 
facilitate the conceptualisation of the research. I used issues to facilitate my analysis. 
Its strength is that it provided me with a means of comprehending more clearly the 
case studies under investigation. By directing my research questions to the issues 
surrounding SMEs, value creation, networking, knowledge sharing, and use of ICT 
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in the non-industry context I was able focus on the complexity and contextual 
information that was emerging and thus identify problems and concerns that arose 
from the data. The issues approach inherently highlighted the embedded contextual 
personal, social, political and historical aspects of SME non-industry aligned 
regional context.  
A significant weakness of the case study is the difficulty to generalise because its 
application is usually restricted to the case under investigation (Galliers 1992). 
Walsham (1995) devised four types of generalisation specifically for interpretive 
case studies: development of concepts, generation of theory, drawing of specific 
implications, and contribution of rich insights. My research has incorporated two of 
these types of generalisation: development of concepts and contribution of rich 
insights. In seeking to understand the little known phenomenon, the use of ICT to 
enhance knowledge sharing in the regional non-industry SME context I have 
developed a new concept Virtual Communities of Enterprise (VCoEs) designed 
specifically to address the unique requirements of this phenomenon. My research has 
also contributed rich insights into the human, social and technological issues that 
have emerged from my observations and analysis of my interpretive case studies 
(Klein & Myers 1999). 
Multiple Case Studies 
Conducting multiple case studies is an acknowledged strategy for ameliorating the 
difficulty of attaining generalisation in the case study (Hakim 1987, Yin 2003). 
Consequently, I have implemented this approach in my research, I conducted two 
case studies one in Camrooka and the other in Boonaburra. The advantage multiple 
case studies offer is that the contribution of each individual case study adds to the 
study as a whole (Stake 1995). My approach was the replication of the same case 
study in two regional contexts (Yin 2003). This replication enabled me to made 
comparisons and search for patterns amongst the data, and achieve a deeper 
understanding of the emerging regional contexts, and identify common factors. 
When I explored these with regional informants and SMEs those factors only 
appearing in one context were able to be eliminated (Hakim 1987, Keogh et al. 
2006). The reason I chose only two case studies was that the largest single gain in 
multiple case studies occurs with moving from one to two cases (Hakim 1987). By 
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keeping the number of case studies low, I was able to work within a known range 
and variation and achieve a depth not possible if more case studies were included. 
This was important given the size of my case studies that involved three stages in 
each region, where I conducted semi-structured interviews with 23 regional 
informants, 192 SMEs telephone interviews, and 23 semi-structured interviews with 
a targeted selection of those SMEs. The incorporation of dual case studies provided 
me with a more robust research method and confidence in the general significance of 
my research findings.  
Structured Case 
The complexity of my multiple interpretive case studies required a method that 
would enable me to analyse each stage in each region whilst retaining a coherent 
view of the overall research phenomenon. A recently developed methodological 
framework, the structured-case, designed to assist IS researchers undertake and 
assess theory-building research within the interpretive approach provided useful 
guidance (Carroll & Swatman 2000). The structured case provides a coherent and 
integrated framework that shows how to conduct multiple interpretive case studies at 
a high level of abstraction, whilst achieving high quality qualitative research and 
development of theory. By building on and extending existing methods of 
conducting interpretive case studies it incorporates cyclic reiterations of three 
structural components: a conceptual framework, a pre-defined research cycle, and 
scrutiny of the literature theory under construction, thus theory is built through 
reflection on successive rounds of enquiry and data collection. 
 „Structured case provides a framework that assists researcher to enhance 
and question the strength of their conclusions, to look for disconfirming 
evidence, to reflect on the outcomes and to critically evaluate the research 
methods used. Structured case enables the provision of rich and 
convincing explanations of findings that are grounded in the data and well 
documented thus meeting the definition of rigor‟ (Carroll & Swatman 
2000, page 241). 
The structured case approach informed my research approach. Initially, I examined 
the literature to establish an initial conceptual framework on which to build my first 
case. I predefined my research cycle, where I conducted semi-structured interviews 
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with regional informants in Camrooka, following analysis of this case I interpretively 
reflected on the findings. I then reviewed the literature in the light of my findings to 
establish concurrence and conflict with the emerging research phenomenon. I 
repeated this cyclic process for each of the following cases: the regional informant 
interviews in Boonaburra, SMEs telephone interviews, and the semi-structured 
interviews with SMEs. On completion of these cases, I again revisited the literature, 
and then collated and analysed all three staged of the data for the Camrooka case 
study. I repeated this cyclic reiteration for the Boonaburra case study. My final 
iteration of cyclic structured case process involved Combined Case analysis of the 
telephone interview data from both regions that incorporated some extended 
interviews data.  
Interpretive Analysis  
I found the structured case interesting and also hermeneutics allowed reflection on 
the whole case, however, I did not delve into the depths of hermeneutics (Myers 
2004) and conducted my approach through cycles of interpretive analysis. I went 
from the general to the specific and back. An interpretive approach meant that I 
needed to obtain an initial view of the research issues as a whole from the literature 
and other sources (Myers 1994, Weber 2003a). I required this to be able to interpret 
the actions of the SMEs and regional informants and to understand the meanings that 
they associated with those actions (Schwandt 2000). Having obtained a view of the 
research issues as a whole I then obtained overall insights from the regional 
informants. From this, I then drilled down to the specific views of the SMEs. At each 
cycle in this process, my overall view of the research phenomena as a whole 
expanded, and this informed my interpretation of the specific views of the regional 
informants and SMEs. Thus the structured case had important implications for me as 
the researcher in the way I conducted, interpreted and analysed the views of the 
regional informants and SMEs. To achieve this I incorporated a three stage approach. 
In the first stage, I conducted semi-structured interviews with regional economic 
development leaders, analysis of which enabled me to establish an overview of the 
region, its viability for addressing my research questions and the presence of a non-
industry aligned SME network. In the second stage, I conducted telephone surveys 
with SMEs to obtain first-hand views on the reality of these regional SMEs situation, 
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and to identify a targeted selection of participants for stage three. In the third stage, I 
conducted semi-structured interviews with SMEs where interpretive analysis 
deepened my understanding of the specific issues associated with my research 
objectives.  
In the first stage, I conducted semi-structured interviews with regional economic 
development leaders to establish an overview of the region, its viability for 
addressing my research questions and the presence of a non-industry aligned SME 
network. In the second stage, I conducted telephone surveys with SMEs to obtain 
first-hand views on research issues, and identify a targeted selection for stage three. 
In the third stage, I conducted semi-structured interviews with SMEs to deepen my 
understanding of the specific issues associated with my research objectives.  
Case Selection 
Many regions outside the capital cities that do not have a predominant industry, are 
in economic decline and there is little understanding of how to use ICT to facilitate 
the value creation opportunities for the SMEs in them. To achieve my research aim, 
and obtain and understanding of the value creation potential of VCoEs for non-
industry aligned SMEs I needed to be able to access regions that were capable of 
revealing this information. My selection criteria for the regions was that they did not 
have a predominant industry, were of a reasonable size by Australian standards with 
more than 50,000 residents, were economically successful and had a reputation for 
active networking. Both regions were in one Australian State, which eliminated 
extraneous factors such as legislative rules and regulations that had the potential to 
influence the findings. It was also important that the regions had differences thus 
maximising potential for relevance to the wider regional context. My process of 
selecting the regions involved research into potential regions by investigation of 
academic, government and business publications, discussions with business, 
academic and government figures involved in regional affairs, and attendance at 
regional seminars and an international regional conference. Several regions emerged 
and three of these met all of my selection criteria. I rejected one as it had already had 
been extensively researched, the other two regions proved appropriate and all stages 
of the research were conducted in them both.  
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DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES 
A significant strength of case studies is that they usually involve several forms of 
data collection and analysis (Sarantakos 1998), which I incorporated into my 
research. In deciding on my data collection techniques, I addressed two conceptual 
issues: firstly, the relationship between my overall research questions and the data 
collection methods best able to achieve them; and secondly the triangulation of 
different methods and sources of data (Maxwell 2005). To ensure that I was able to 
obtain a holistic view of these regions, which integrated views of its regional players, 
required an approach that modelled data at separate stages. I used a three-stage 
approach, which provided an initial overview of the region from economic 
development leaders, a broad assessment of the in the regions, and finally a more 
detailed understanding of issues from a selection of the SMEs.  
Triangulation  
Triangulation was incorporated into my research to overcome limitations of 
interpretive approach, and to address inadequacies that arise when only one method, 
source of data, investigator or theory are used (Neuman 2000, Yin 2003). The nature 
of interpretive research made achieving validity and reliability problematic, so 
instead of aiming to prove consistency and correctness a more viable option for me 
was to aim for authenticity by incorporating triangulation (Trauth 2000). By using a 
variety of techniques, through triangulation and following a structured case 
approach, I was able to avoid biases commonly found in interpretive research and 
overcome its inherent limitations resulting in a more robust research approach and 
method. Triangulation enabled me to combine more than one source of data and 
method thus overcoming inherent limitations of using only one, and take advantage 
each one’s strengths (Minichiello et al. 1999). 
Triangulation of Sources of Data 
There had been no previous investigation into value potential that VCoEs offer non-
industry aligned regional SMEs, and I needed to establish participants’ views. 
Qualitative data was ideally suited in this exploratory aspect of my research as it 
enabled me to obtain a range of evidence and to gain insights into new issues 
(Neuman et al. 2005). I achieved this by incorporating triangulation of sources of 
data with participants selected from two regions and included leading regional 
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economic development figures and SMEs themselves. The regional economic 
development leaders were representatives of local, State and Federal government 
authorities, industry bodies, and other business based associations in their region. 
SMEs from a wide range of industries were members of a specified non-industry 
aligned business network in their region. These networks were quite different, with 
no allegiances to each other, and selected because they emerged spontaneously, in 
regional economic development leader interviews, as regional network providing 
most value to SMEs. The data obtained from a variety of sources provided me with 
corroborating evidence and a textured understanding into the research issues. My 
rationale for using triangulation of sources was to develop a converging line of 
inquiry (Sawyer 2001, Yin 2003) as I was seeking to explore these issues with 
participants, and from that interpret the potential of VCoEs for value creation within 
the SME regional context. The strength of triangulation for my research was that 
multiple sources of data reduced bias, provided richness and depth, and enhanced 
construct validity (Burn & Robins 2003).  
Triangulation of Methods 
Triangulation allowed the incorporation of not one method but many (Becker & 
Niehaves 2007, Denzin & Lincoln 2000a, Markus & Allen 1999, Schwandt 2000, 
Weber 2003a). My commitment to a naturalistic perspective and interpretive 
understanding enabled me to recognise the value of using this multi-method 
approach, triangulation of methods (Denzin & Lincoln 2000a). It provided me with a 
powerful lens into the regional SME context, and maximised my potential for 
obtaining insights into the potential of the VCoEs phenomena I was seeking to 
explain by enabling me to make predictions about the relationships amongst the 
components (Weber 2003b). I chose the most common form of triangulation of 
methods by combining qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection 
(Richards 2005). This involved qualitative semi-structured interviews with both 
regional economic leaders and SMEs, plus quantitative survey interviews with 
SMEs. From this triangulation of methods, I was able to obtain a much richer 
understanding of the issues under investigation. It provided me with an ideal form of 
analysis for use in IS where the examination of the same phenomena using different 
forms of data achieved triangulation of meanings (Sawyer 2001).  
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THREE RESEARCH STAGES 
Data collection techniques were needed that were capable of providing sufficient in-
depth information to enable the interpretation of the findings and adequately address 
my research questions. Initially, I needed to establish a detailed overview of each 
region, which would indicate its appropriateness to continue in the research process. 
If a region was appropriate, the next stage was to identify how congruent this view 
was with the SMEs and to identify the most appropriate SMEs to participate in the 
third and final stage of the project. Consequently, I undertook interviews as the major 
form of data collection technique.  
Interviews 
I chose interviews to collect information about the perspectives of the various actors 
in each case study, because the interview is major tool for accessing these multiple 
realities in case studies (Stake 1995). I used it to reveal participants’ understandings 
of their socially constructed world by uncovering what their experiences mean in that 
world.  
 „The interview was a conversation, the art of asking questions and 
listening.‟ (Denzin & Lincoln 2000b, page 633).  
A key advantage of interviews is that they are an extremely flexible form of data 
collection. Ranging from free flowing unstructured interviews where the interviewer 
has minimal input, through semi-structured interviews where the interviewer was 
largely in charge but provided enough flexibility for the participant spontaneously 
offer input, to the highly structured or closed interview questionnaire where 
participants have limited opportunity for input. Conducting interviews dramatically 
increases response rates, especially when compared with questionnaires, using 
interviews as my major data collection tool proved worthwhile as I had a very high 
response rate in all stages of the data collection process. I incorporated two styles of 
interviews in my research semi-structured interviews and structured surveys 
(Minichiello et al. 1999). 
Stage 1 – Regional Economic Development Informant Interviews 
This first stage was necessary to provide background, context and an insight into the 
development issues in each region. The interviews conducted in each region were 
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face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with regional economic development 
leaders, selected because they performed roles instrumental to the economic 
development in the region especially as it relates to the networking of cross industry 
SMEs. The informants’ roles gave them experience and insights into the range of 
cross-industry business networks and into the broader culture and fabric of the 
region. Participants were regional economic development figures of local, State and 
Federal government authorities, industry bodies, and other business based networks 
and associations. A list of these participants and their roles is in Table 4-1. The same 
process for approaching and organising participants was used in both regions, they 
were contacted by post (refer Appendix 4.1) and interviews arranged by telephone. 
This proved very successful with a response rate of 96 %. 
Camrooka – Round 1 Boonaburra – Round 2 
Position Organisation Position Organisation 
1. Senior Manager of 
Strategic Markets  
Local Bank 1. Executive Officer National Employment Scheme 
2. Business 
Development 
Officer 
3. Retail 
Development 
Officer  
Local Council Economic 
Development Unit 
2. Industry 
Development Officer 
Local Council Economic 
Development Unit  
4. Executive Officer  Chamber of Commerce 3. Executive Officer Regional Manufacturing 
Council  
5. Coordinator University Regional Economic 
Research Unit 
4. Executive Officer Federal Government Area 
Consultative Committee  
6. Previous Executive 
Officer  
Chamber of Commerce 5. Executive Director Regional Tourism Authority 
7. Director University Regional Economic 
Development Unit 
6. Executive Officer Region Learning and 
Employment Network 
8. Regional Manager  State Regional Development  7. Executive Officer Local Business Network 
9. Executive Officer Federal Government Area 
Consultative Committee 
8. Executive Director Committee for Region 
  9. President Chamber of Commerce 
  10. Executive Director Chamber of Commerce 
  11. Regional Manager Regional Development State 
  12. Regional Manager Industry Network 
  13. Managing Principal Australian SME Accounting 
Firm 
  14. Regional Manager Victorian Employment Network 
Table 4-1  Regional economic development interviewee roles 
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I refer to the two regions studied as ‘Camrooka’ and ‘Boonaburra’. I conducted semi-
structure interviews with nine regional informants in Camrooka prior to commencing 
the next case. I conducted 14 interviews in Boonaburra. I transcribed each set of 
interviews and conducted a preliminary analysis of them immediately after the 
interviews were completed. This identified commonalities and differences between 
the regions and from this, I obtained far better insights into the issues that were 
significant for my research. I then conducted a comparative analysis highlighting 
relevant issues emerging around the research questions. 
Semi-structured interviews are a proven technique used by the majority of 
interpretive case studies as their foremost data collection technique. Semi-structured 
interviews are  
„an interview whose purpose was to obtain descriptions of the life world of 
the subject with respect to interpreting the meaning of the described 
phenomena‟ (Kvale 1996, page 5-6).  
My approach involved the seven stages of the interview enquiry devised specifically 
for conducting semi-structured interviews (Kvale 1996). Thematising was the initial 
stage where each research issue was conceptualised and the interview questions 
formulated to address these. Next came designing the interview so that the flow of 
the interview encouraged participants to respond to every question. The next stage 
interviewing covered in the discussion above. I then transcribed each interview and 
when all were completed, I analysed the information. Finally, I verified the data and 
assumptions that emerged, and reported the findings. This staged interview process 
complemented Carroll and Swatman’s structured case (2000). 
The analysis process involved collating all the key points from each transcribed 
interview into a large table with a row heading for each interview question. I then 
conducted an inductive analysis of this table to identify emerging themes. A thematic 
table was created with row headings for each theme and the interview data was 
extracted and collated under the relevant themes. A clearer picture of the key themes 
and their significance in the regional context began to emerge that provided an 
overview of the region, its online initiatives, the significance of SMEs, the 
networking and clustering occurring, and the value creation potential that existed in 
the first region’s case. This process was then repeated for the second region’s case. 
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Following analysis of the individual regions, the themes from both cases were 
combined into another table with a column for each region, and a row for each 
theme. Once all the data had been inserted into this table an inductive analysis was 
conducted to identify key issues, similarities and differences. 
Semi-structured interviews provided rich data, and insights into the research context 
and issues under investigation. I was able to locate associations, groupings and 
patterns increasing data relevance to my research project purpose (Richards 2005). 
However, interviews are not a neutral tool because they produce understanding based 
on specific interactions between researcher and participants who may alter their 
social construction of the situation in response to interactions between each other. I 
remained cognisant of the dynamics that occur in interviews (Kvale 1996) hence I 
took a weak constructionist stance to minimise influencing participants’ responses. 
The interview schedule for regional economic development leader interviews (see 
Appendix 4.2) emerged from my initial conceptual framework, and combined open 
in-depth questioning with structured survey type questioning. This allowed greater 
flexibility than structured interviews whilst retaining enough structure to formulate 
content around research issues (Minichiello et al. 1999). Careful consideration of 
questioning sequence minimised biases created by the context effects of preceding 
questions (Judd et al. 1991). This interview schedule sought to obtain specific region 
information about SMEs significance, value of business networks, online initiatives, 
and SMEs knowledge sharing. Previous research drove the selection of these key 
themes in the interview schedule: 
 Firstly SMEs have been shown to be instrumental to the success of regions 
(Coskun & Altunisk 2002, Floyd & McManus 2005, Fuchs 2002, Ivy 1997, 
Karaev et al. 2007, Longhi 1999, Parker 2000, Sum et al. 2004). The regions 
under investigation were selected because they were economically 
successful. It was important, therefore, to establish the significance of SMEs 
in these contexts.  
 Networking is important to the development of value in regions as they 
provide SMEs a mechanism to overcome lack of resources, skills and 
expertise (Doloreux 2004, Novelli et al. 2006). It was necessary, therefore, to 
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identify those networks that were possible sources of value for SMEs and 
their regions.  
 In the current knowledge economy the use of ICT (especially the Web) has 
been perceived as essential to the success of regions and their SMEs as it 
provides a low cost means for SMEs to conduct business (Caskey et al. 2001, 
Daniel & Wilson 2002, Galloway & Mochrie 2005, Johnston et al. 2007, 
Mustaffa & Beaumont 2004, Piscitello & Sgobbi 2004, Salazar et al. 2003, 
Trauth 2000). However, research has shown that the take up by SMEs has 
been low, and the effects not as anticipated. By identifying what initiatives 
were undertaken in the regions it would provide an informed view of the 
impact of such initiatives on SMEs. 
 There has been minimal research into SMEs interorganisational knowledge 
sharing practices (Chen et al. 2006, McAdam & Reid 2001, Nunes et al. 
2006, uit Beijerse 2000, Wong & Aspinwall 2004) and further research was 
needed into this aspect, especially in the non-industry aligned SME regional 
context under investigation in this research project. 
I used this interview schedule in both regions. I conducted interviews in participants’ 
offices, taped them and took notes, the latter provided additional rich insights and 
these took one to two hours. Personally conducting all interviews facilitated 
comparative and coherent analysis, however, it increased the risk of bias.  
Stage 2 - SME Telephone Interviews 
My purpose in Stage 2 was to obtain first hand insights from SME owner / managers 
into the key issues under investigation in my research. I aimed to establish coherence 
and differentiation between the Stage 1 findings and identify key issues for SMEs, to 
unveil areas needing further investigation in the third and final stage, and to identify 
appropriate SME participants for Stage 3.  
Thousands of SMEs existed in the target population of each region. The research 
sample had to be limited to a manageable number and the participants needed to be 
able to respond meaningfully to the research issues so I selected appropriate 
participants using purposive sampling (Neuman 2003). This required identifying a 
non-industry aligned regional network that had the capacity to manage VCoEs in 
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each region. The regional informants had nominated one specific non-industry 
aligned business network as clearly providing value and support to its SMEs that 
were web-enabled. I used the regional informants’ recommendations to identify the 
networks to be involved in my research as both had reputations for active 
networking, were of an appropriate size for involvement in my research, and had 
their SMEs details publicly available on their websites. When approached, these 
networks were eager to be involved and assisted me in identifying SMEs who had 50 
employees or less. My decision to use employee size criterion as the delimiting 
factor for involvement was guided by regional informants who indicated that any 
business above this size was considered large in the region.  
To obtain 100 useful telephone interviews in each region required initially 
approaching 200 SMEs. Camrooka’s network, which I shall refer to as ‘CamNet’, 
had only 133 SMEs with 50 employees or fewer, of these I satisfactorily completed 
86 telephone interviews, a response rate of 65 %. Boonaburra’s network, 
‘BoonGroup’, had considerably more than 200 within the target range, and 
participant selection was randomised (Neuman 2003). All SMEs were equally 
relevant for participation therefore issues of bias were not an issue. To provide SMEs 
an equal chance of inclusion, I calculated that selecting every second and then third 
SME on the list would cover the entire group, in this way I limited the list to 200. I 
stopped interviewing after completing 106 interviews, a response rate of 53 %. There 
were 192 telephone interviews conducted in total, a response rate of 58 %.  
Concerned that time pressures on SMEs would limit involvement I included a letter 
of recommendation from a leading organisation in each region. It became apparent 
this letter significantly influenced SMEs participation as illustrated by a SME 
comment:  
„Oh yes! You were the one [the chair] was recommending. Of course I will 
be involved.‟  
In this second stage, I used structured interviews to survey a sizeable number of 
SMEs and this facilitated generalisation. Researchers frequently use structured 
interview surveys with no input from the interviewer. In such situations, the 
questionnaire is often sent by post or email to participants requesting them to 
complete and return it (Tang & Yang 2005). I decided not use this form of structured 
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interview because it is renowned for having a low response rate and the slow 
responses create significant delays in analysis. Neither have participants 
opportunities to ask questions or elaborate on issues, thus questions are frequently 
misinterpreted and there is no way of validating accuracy of data received. I decided 
therefore, to conduct structured interviews via telephone.  
Telephone interviews offered me significant advantages, they reduce time and costs 
associated with face-to-face interviews, however they have similar participation 
rates, which are considerably higher than either email or postal questionnaires 
(Gregor 2002). Typical of structured interviewing I asked participants the same 
closed questions in the same order and coded the responses into pre-designated 
categories (Fontana & Frey 2000). The survey schedule (refer Appendix 4.3) 
established the participant’s business practices, involvement in business networks 
and Web usage. The rationale for the selection of these categories was that in seeking 
to understand how ICT can facilitate SMEs value potential there needed to be a 
baseline established of the business practices of SMEs in both regions including their 
size, industry, business projection and location of their operations. The latter was of 
particular interest as the literature shows that the most successful regions were those 
with a global focus (Fuchs, 2002). Networks have been shown to be instrumental for 
SMEs knowledge sharing (Bartholomew & Smith 2006, Van Laere & Heene 2003, 
Whittaker et al. 2003) and value creation (Lawson & Lorenz 1999, Levy et al. 2003).  
It was necessary to establish the level of SMEs participation in business networks, 
the types of knowledge they obtained from their networks and the value that was 
achieved from that involvement. Many governments have invested heavily in 
assisting regional SMEs take up of ICT, it was important therefore to ascertain SMEs 
level of Web-based activity and willingness to share online. Using these categories I 
incorporated the same format for questions about networking and the Web to enable 
easier comparisons from resulting data. The interview schedule was trialled, and 
telephone interviews started with SMEs from either region depending on their 
availability; this took five weeks of intensive telephoning. Unlike Stage 1 interviews, 
no value was obtainable from treating each region as a separate case, although 
coding for region enabled ready regional comparisons, so the second stage was 
analysed as a single case. These busy SME owners appreciated knowing that the 
interview duration was ten minutes although many elaborated on issues raised. This 
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gave interviewees control. If they chose to elaborate, they were encouraged to do so, 
and many contributed additional rich insights.  
Data Entry, Transcription and Analysis 
I recorded data from the structured telephone interviews on a coding sheet. On these, 
I noted additional comments and these provided additional richness to data collected 
as part of the Stage 2 interviews. Data from the telephone interviews were analysed 
using SPSS and this analysis, coupled with the additional comments, provided the 
basis for the design of the Stage 3 interview schedule. 
Stage 3 – SME Owners Extended Interviews  
In the third, and final, stage I undertook semi-structured interviews with a selection 
of the phone interview participants from the two regional business networks, 
CamNet and BoonGroup. By using semi-structured interviews, I was able to seek 
clarification of answers and allow interviewees to add their own comments and 
observations (Tann et al. 2002). I selected the Stage 3 participants from those who 
had indicated that they were willing to participate further in this project. In the 
telephone interviews, I asked all participants whether they would be willing to be 
involved in the extended interviews. From this group I selected participants because 
they indicated active involvement in their network, were gaining significant benefits 
from network involvement, and were active users of the Web.  
My research was seeking to ascertain the value potential VCoEs offer in 
incorporating ICT into knowledge sharing. To achieve this I needed extended 
interview participants who were conversant with and understood the issues 
associated with networking and use of the Web, and would be most able to provide 
insights into the value of knowledge sharing in those environments. My selection 
criteria maximised the potential of obtaining an accurate picture of SMEs value 
strategies, the role business networks have for them, the ways knowledge sharing in 
networks and online can occur, and the appropriateness of online Web-based 
communication channels. Twenty-nine telephone survey SMEs met the selection 
criteria and 23 interviews were completed, a response rate of 79%. Sixteen 
participants were from the smaller network CamNet a response rate 55%, with only 
seven from the much larger BoonGroup a response rate of 24%.  
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I developed an interview schedule (see Appendix 4.4) to elicit information about 
SMEs strategic positioning and the region. I then canvassed the SME owners’ 
opinions on such issues as the role of the business network, knowledge sharing, 
problem solving, value creation, and the modes of communication used in those 
interactions. I also asked their views about the value creation potential of the Web 
and appropriateness of web applications commonly used by large organisations in 
their VCoPs for these regional SMEs. 
The interviews were conducted in the participant’s place of work. I taped them and 
took notes. The duration of most interviews was one hour with the longest taking two 
hours. 
On completion of all interview transcriptions, I loaded them into NVivo text analysis 
software for analysis. I established a coding scheme to reflect the issues under 
investigation and coded the interviews accordingly. This coding was initially based 
on the questions that were posed in the interview schedule coupled with those 
identified from my reading of the literature and included Web use, management, 
value creation, knowledge sharing, networking both face-to-face and online, 
CoPs/CoEs facilitation, SMEs and their strategic orientation. Additional codes 
emerged from items raised by SME participants relating to leadership and 
management of the network, and governments. I conducted qualitative analysis using 
this categorisation and was provided with new insights into the issues under 
investigation (Kvale 1996). 
In addition I sought to identify key knowledge sharing factors against the various 
online communication channels (face-to-face, email, online forums, expertise 
databases, and websites) and as this comparative analysis was unable to be achieved 
using NVivo necessitated separate manual analysis that was I conducted in a similar 
manner to that used for the regional informant interviews.   
LIMITATIONS 
The mechanisms used in positivist research to establish academic rigor are not easily 
attainable in my interpretive research, instead, as the researcher, I addressed criteria 
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Denzin & Lincoln 
2000a, Weber 2004) as these were capable of identifying my results validity and 
defensibility.  
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The problem of subjectivity in interpretive research raised a significant concern, 
confidence in the accuracy of my findings (Galliers 1992, Trauth 2000). This 
subjectivity concerns any biases that I have with respect to my research. Awareness 
of implications of my subjectivity was important both in the gathering of data and of 
interpreting the findings, as it was a significant weakness of interpretive research 
(Galliers 1992). My interest in researching how knowledge sharing could use ICT to 
stimulate SMEs and their regions arose from the reported lack of success in 
government initiatives such as Australia Networking the Nation. Awareness that such 
bias could influence participants and thus my findings I ensured questioning explored 
the role both of ICT and of networking as drivers of the SMEs and regional value. In 
my analysis of the findings, I consciously sought to keep my views open to 
alternative explanations of the phenomena under consideration. Another potential 
source of bias was my belief that participants respond to those who are passionately 
interested in their research. This can result in participants who are overwhelmed by 
the researcher, to ameliorate this I self-consciously took a weak constructionist 
approach as an interested and equal participant in the interview session where 
participants were encouraged to extend and add to issues raised and this frequently 
occurred.  
Case studies are an extremely flexible form of research, however, this flexibility 
creates limitations (Hakim 1987) including representativeness, generalisability and 
reliability. Representativeness requires that the case/s selected provide a 
representative sample for the issues under investigation, I used multiple sources to 
locate the most suitable regions, additionally, and I chose networks clearly identified 
by regional informants as the ones providing most support and value to SMEs as 
sources of SMEs. The initial view of regional economic leaders I compared and 
contrasted with those of SMEs, this triangulation of sources allowed me to check the 
inferences from one set of sources with those of another (Trauth 2000). Such an 
approach enhanced the reliability of my findings (Lee & Baskerville 2003).  
I acknowledge that lack of generalisability is one of the major limitations of 
interpretive case studies. However, Lee and Baskerville (2003) created a framework 
that orders, identifies and classifies generalisation into four types. This framework 
differentiates between empirical and theoretical statements: empirical statements 
relate directly to findings about the phenomena under investigation, and theoretical 
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statements which propose theoretical relationships that are inferred from the findings. 
It then differentiates between what the researcher statements are generalising from 
and what statements the researcher is generalising to, for example I am generalising 
from empirical statements regarding my findings and generalising to theoretical 
statements that posit existence of entities and relationships which I have not been 
able to directly observe. This form of generalisation in case study analysis has 
previously been incorporated by Klein and Myers (1999) and Walsham (1995), 
additionally Walsham (1995) categorised this type of generalisation into four sub-
types (Lee & Baskerville 2003). 
I am incorporating the fourth of these, rich insights, because it is most appropriate 
for circumstances which make it difficult to categorise the concepts, theories and 
implications (Walsham 1995), such as exist in my research which is exploring little 
known phenomena. A key issue is ensuring that the rich insights used for such 
generalisation are carefully linked to the case study details as I have observed and 
interpreted them resulting in a better understanding of human and social issues 
involved (Klein & Myers 1999). This requires the incorporation of two other of 
Klein and Myers (1999) seven Principles for Interpretive Research, firstly critically 
reflecting on the historical background of the context, and secondly implementing 
the hermeneutic circle of analysis.  
There were several other limitations of my research. It did not include large or 
randomised choices of participants. The participants were not necessarily 
representative of the State, nor were they representative of non-networking SMEs. I 
used a selected sample of active networkers and this did not include SMEs not 
involved in a regional network. The purpose of my research was not to generalise but 
to understand perspectives of the participants, their experiences and their preferences 
and my design sought to maximise the potential of achieving these.  
In addition, to establishing the validity and reliability of my findings I ensured that 
they had authenticity, plausibility and criticality (Gregor 2002, Walsham 2006, 
Weber 2004). Authenticity was illustrated by clearly identifying my involvement in 
the research process, this was achieved by including rich descriptions, high quality 
narrative, and quotes, plus throughout the interview transcriptions I inserted 
introspective comments (Trauth 2000, Walsham 2006). I illustrated plausibility of 
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my findings by connecting them with theories from the literature. My criticality was 
displayed by proffering a new construct, VCoEs which was specifically designed to 
incorporate IS in the regional SME context, by doing this I challenged the traditional 
organisation-based view of IS thus. This approach for establishing plausibility, 
credibility and validity was important as it provided the basis for the formation of 
theory (Gregor 2002), and without theory interpretive research merely degenerate 
into anecdotes (Klein & Myers 1999). Theory guided the initial stages of my 
research where general theories of previous research into IS and social processes 
were used as a basis for my empirical investigations, by taking this approach I 
rejected grounded theory because of its concentration on micro phenomena 
(Walsham 1995). Theory informed, rather than dominated, in my empirical 
investigations, preferring instead to be open to views emerging in the iterative 
process, however, theory became evident in the final outcome of this research where 
rich insights provided the basis of a conceptual framework (Walsham 1995).  
My research therefore required an approach that was capable of accessing the 
meanings that people attach to issues, especially in situations where there was 
interaction between individuals that create meaning. Thus, I incorporated an 
interpretive research approach that uses social construction as a mechanism for 
obtaining meaning, as well as one that would give me data on what SMEs patterns of 
usage were from which I would be able to establish the actual reality of regional 
SMEs’ situation.  
The next three chapters set out the analysis of the findings that emerged from 
empirical research conducted using this research method. This includes analysis of 
the individual case studies in Camrooka and Boonaburra, and concludes with a 
combined case analysis. 
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Chapter 5  
Case Study 1 - Camrooka 
INTRODUCTION 
In this and the next two chapters, I present the findings that emerged from the 
empirical research conducted in two regions I studied. I open this chapter with a 
description of distinguishing features of Camrooka, as a region to place my research 
in context. I then outline the findings from each of the three stages and identify key 
themes that are emerging.  
At the end of each stage, I review the themes in order to provide a integrated case 
study account indicating the iterative process of reflection as part of the research 
design as outlined in the structured case method (Carroll & Swatman 2000). 
OVERVIEW OF CAMROOKA  
Camrooka located in the nation’s south eastern sector is one of Australia’s largest 
inland regional centres. It is geographically discrete in that its boundaries are clearly 
discernable. Its distance from the capital city, two hours drive, meant that the capital 
does not significantly influence its business. As a result its citizens live, work and 
socialise within Camrooka. Until recently this relative isolation made Camrooka 
typical of many inland cities where change came slowly. It was seen largely as a 
service centre for the surrounding districts.  
Local government representatives indicated that, in common with other nearby 
regional centres, its population was predominantly Anglo Celtic descent (97%) and 
employment was typified by lower staff turnover, low absenteeism, and low wages. 
These factors enabled firms in the region to achieve higher productivity with lower 
servicing costs and enhanced customer satisfaction. Long established family 
companies in the region created an environment of friendly rivalry with competing 
companies supportive of each other. The owners of these firms held positions on 
most Boards in Camrooka, thus having considerable influence on key decision 
making in the region.  
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Camrooka’s staid image had changed considerably in the last 10-15 years, and it was 
perceived as a progressive municipality with a higher growth rate than the State 
average which was envisioned to continue. Camrooka’s workforce was ageing at a 
slower rate than the national average. Net immigration to the region was anticipated 
to continue and industrial investment was being attracted to the region.  
This recent expansion arose from several contributory factors. One was resurgence of 
mining in the region after a 50 year hiatus. This had brought considerable investment 
into the region and the development of infrastructure had resulted in employment 
opportunities with a flow on effect to regional businesses. A key factor influencing 
the vitality of Camrooka was the ‘Dominion Bank’ proactively promoting the region 
both internally and externally. This had created a flow of finance to the region that in 
turn attracted other businesses, such as ‘Camrooka Professional Services’. The Bank 
directly provided financial backing and services for Camrooka’s many SMEs, and 
ensured that infrastructure was in place in the region. It played an important role in 
the establishment of a local telecommunications firm by encouraging others in the 
region to support the venture. Dominion Bank had been able to successfully compete 
against other major banks and had expanded to establish franchises throughout 
regional Australia.  
The local University also had a very proactive role in the region. Its Regional 
Development Centre (RDC) focussed on raising the critical mass required to grow 
Camrooka’s economy by identifying import replacement and value adding 
opportunities that encouraged local business expansion and new employment. An 
example was equipment donated to the University for Research, instead of just using 
it for this purpose the RDC negotiated with the donor to enable local farmers to lease 
the machinery. The resulting income was used for research, and the farmers had 
formed a cooperative that had become economically viable, again a situation not 
found in many farming communities in Australia. A joint venture between the 
university, the local government authority and the State government established an 
Innovation Park to facilitate development of information and communication 
technology (ICT) businesses in Camrooka.  
The Economic Development Department (EDD) in the Local Authority played an 
active role in the region. It focussed on promoting growth in the number of 
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professionals in Camrooka which appeared to have been positive, given the amount 
of professional work that was already conducted in the region, as indicated above. In 
keeping with recent developments in local authorities in Australia the EDD had a 25 
year plan that included a framework of land zoning for industrial areas. An example 
of the EDD’s long-term planning was the Food Precinct with strata titles for tenants, 
a central administrative wing, shared management and services including an 
electricity generation plant and central refrigeration storage facilities. Long term 
planning included an industrial estate to be fully operational by the early 2020s. 
Estimates were that this would create tens of thousands of new jobs, and plans were 
in place to build the thousand new homes required to house these incoming residents.  
Camrooka is primarily a manufacturing centre and this brought over a billion dollars 
into the region annually from its national and international sales. There were very 
few large businesses in the region; the majority of manufacturing was undertaken by 
medium sized businesses. Many of these used small business subcontractors to 
provide business services. The service sector was also significant economically in 
Camrooka providing retail, financial, public administration, higher education, and 
higher order health services to surrounding districts.  
Camrooka is a dynamic region which had undergone a renaissance in the previous 
decade, stimulated by initiatives from the Bank and resurgence in mining.  
STAGE 1 - REGIONAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT INFORMANTS 
In Camrooka, I interviewed nine representatives from local, State and Federal 
government authorities, the University, Bank and business based networks, chosen as 
they had experience and insights into a range of cross-industry business networks 
and into the broader culture and fabric of the region. I shall refer to these regional 
economic leaders as ‘regional informants’ or ‘informants’ in the discussion that 
follows. My aim in conducting these interviews was to obtain an in-depth holistic 
view of the region including: the significance of Camrooka’s SMEs, regional 
initiatives in place to facilitate SMEs and their online business activities, value that 
knowledge sharing in Camrooka’s networks provided SMEs, how ICT was able to 
enhance that value, and SMEs potential to form clusters.  
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Significance of SMEs 
The informants were unanimous that SMEs in Camrooka were instrumental to its 
success. They described SMEs as the driving force behind Camrooka, its engine of 
growth, forming the backbone of its economy. SMEs were the largest contributor to 
the region’s economy. As a group they were reputed to be the largest employer 
segment. Informants employed in government authorities estimated that SMEs 
represented 75% of employment in the region.  
Informants maintained that in Camrooka the majority of SMEs were very small, 
predominantly micro businesses with fewer than ten employees. They suggested only 
a few companies had more than 100 employees in the whole of Camrooka. Many of 
these micro businesses were family owned/operated companies with very few staff. 
Informants found micros hard to track with a large proportion regularly changing 
status over a five-year period. 
The informants reported a marked difference between these tiny SMEs and medium 
sized businesses in the way they conducted their business. The latter had 
organisational structures similar to large organisations with dedicated personnel 
performing the various functional roles within firm, whereas in the small firms the 
owner was also the principal professional or leading technical expert. Informants 
suggested that when employee numbers increased beyond ten, a change in 
management pattern occurred. A dedicated management role was established and 
ICT based productivity software was incorporated into the firm’s operations. The 
following informant comment summarises these views:  
„Well first, small businesses are the major employer in Camrooka if you 
take them collectively as a group. They‟re vital to the whole well being of 
the city. Many businesses are only one to three person family businesses, 
and many don‟t employ anybody at all, it‟s just their own individual 
efforts, making their businesses click. They‟re important to the whole cash 
flow systems. So they‟re vital I think they‟re vital.‟  
One informant maintained that there were two types of SMEs in Camrooka and 
discriminated them as lifestylers and the entrepreneurs. Many other informants 
expressed similar views. They perceived the majority of SMEs in Camrooka as quite 
happy to remain as they were, not keen to grow, who used their business as a means 
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of being independent and a source of income for living. Their perceptions were that 
SME owners possessed little knowledge of business practices, lacked appreciation of 
business opportunities, perceived competition negatively, and did not trust others. It 
was suggested that lifestylers wanted to have world-leading practices but had no idea 
how to achieve this, nor did they appreciate the importance of knowledge sharing 
and networking to their businesses success. Informants expressed concern that these 
SMEs would have difficulty remaining viable in the future global business 
environment.  
The entrepreneurial SMEs in Camrooka were perceived by informants differently. 
Run by proactive SME owners who were eager to use technology, expand their 
business into wider especially global markets, they took advantage of emerging 
opportunities that maximised their business potential and appreciated and recognised 
the benefits offered through knowledge sharing in networks. Two informants 
epitomised differences between these two types of SMEs in the following comments: 
„Yeah some businesses are extremely strategic. But others, I think there‟s a 
real difference between someone that‟s bought into a business and set up 
business for a job. As opposed to someone that is very entrepreneurial.‟ 
„There are two types of businesses in Camrooka. There are the ones that 
are run as a business, be they one person or 200! And there are those that 
are run as a, for want of a better word, lifestyle business, either to buy the 
owner a job or they‟ve reached a level where they‟re providing a good 
steady income, there‟s no reason to expand, the owners don‟t want to risk 
everything to move to the next stage, and their coasting along nicely! And 
the indications are, they‟re getting better now, but there‟s still a long way 
to go!‟ 
The picture of SMEs that emerged from regional informants was that these firms 
were crucial to the success of the region; however, the majority were not focussed on 
developing their businesses and so informants were concerned about SMEs and 
consequently the region’s long term viability in the current knowledge driven 
economy. To address this, a number of initiatives has been undertaken in the region 
to try and stimulate these SMEs to become more proactive in their business practices. 
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Regional SMEs Initiatives  
The regional informants indicated that until recently Camrooka efforts to facilitate 
SMEs had been fragmented. There were many different industry, government and 
regional groups seeking to maximise the potential of their market segment. There 
were approximately fifty different industry groupings, which showed some 
indication of clustering. The Camrooka Manufacturing Group had aggregated many 
aspects of business, such as cooperating on large contracts, ensuring the availability 
of materials, services and supplies, and encouraging local buying within the region to 
establish a critical mass.  
All these industry groupings were somewhat ad hoc, lacking an overall strategy. This 
fragmentation had arisen from the lack of a cohesive body to coordinate the 
conflicting requirements of these groups, by championing its SME members, and 
lobbying the various governments and other instrumentalities on their behalf. 
Normally this would be undertaken by a Chamber of Commerce, however, that body 
had dwindled to a few members who were out of touch with the needs of its SMEs 
and were basically silent.  
Recognizing this problem, representatives of the Dominion Bank and University 
formed a committee that established a new business network, ‘CamNet’. It was not 
designed as a lobby group, but aimed to facilitate networking within the region. The 
founders believed that if networking was stimulated between firms within Camrooka 
then business opportunities would emerge and the region as a whole would benefit. 
This strategy had been remarkably successful, and was observable from the first 
CamNet meeting where nearly 300 attended. This participation rate continued at its 
quarterly forums. All informants spontaneously identified this network as the most 
significant regional initiative for the development of its SMEs and the region as a 
whole. 
Informants indicated that CamNet had been responsible for a series of initiatives 
designed to facilitate SMEs and the region as a whole. Frequently cited examples 
included: the formation of a ‘YoungCam’ group designed to attract young 
professionals to the region and to consolidate existing ones by providing a network 
where professionals from all types of businesses could socialise together. Three 
hundred members joined Young Cam in the first year. Although established as a 
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social network, it was providing vital business related links between regional firms. 
Another example was the Export Network, formed in conjunction with AusTrade, the 
national government’s industry body designed to facilitate export opportunities for 
Australian companies, and the State government’s regional development authority. 
The success of CamNet and its offshoots is illustrated in the following informant 
comment: 
„CamNet has done some good things. It has held Business Briefings, again 
using the local service providers to actually give the business briefings. It 
had export focus forums. Up until the start of this year CamNet had only 
run three, and this year it received a State government grant to host export 
focused forums over a 12 month period, and it has run about one a month 
in conjunction with AusTrade and State Regional Development through its 
local office here. CamNet has brought in three Trade Ambassadors from 
the United States and I think Canada and some others from Asia.‟ 
Prior to the formation of CamNet the Local Authority’s economic development 
department (EDD) had taken over the responsibility of facilitating small businesses 
as the Chamber of Commerce was failing to do so. Its key aim was to achieve greater 
outcomes for the wider business community. To gain insights into issues facing 
particular industry sectors and to ascertain how the EDD could best provide 
assistance, it established a small business professional services group and worked 
closely with industry reference groups. EDD recognised that CamNet was 
succeeding in meeting one of EDD’s key objectives to use networks as a mechanism 
of facilitating SMEs, which it had found this was more effective than providing one-
on-one assistance. Consequently, EDD supplied one of its managers one day a week 
to look after the coordination of CamNet and its web site. Informants applauded this 
action stating that this had provided excellent support for CamNet. There was some 
reservation, expressed by informants, as the EDD had put a time limit of one year on 
this assistance and was expecting CamNet to have found sufficient internal funding 
to ensure the management of its network was able to support it from then on. 
Consistent with other regions in Australia there was a degree of replication of 
governmental regional initiatives in Camrooka. The national government-sponsored 
regional area consultative committee had successfully implemented economic 
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development and small business initiatives in Camrooka. The State government was 
also actively promoting SMEs’ development within the region. CamNet was proving 
to be a cohesive force in these government initiatives, visible in its formation of the 
Export Network mentioned above.  
Dominion Bank was most noticeable as a cohesive force in the region. One of the 
largest businesses in the region, not only did it provide SMEs with individual 
guidance and finance, it purchased products and services from them, and encouraged 
other larger businesses in the region to do likewise. It proactively encouraged SME 
start-up firms to cater to its needs. One of these had subsequently developed into a 
successful web-based software enterprise providing custom-designed products to 
governments and corporations across the nation. 
The picture that emerged from interviews with the regional informants was that 
initiatives to facilitate SMEs in Camrooka were very fragmented with a plethora of 
industry groups and government instrumentalities all vying for attention. The 
formation of the CamNet, instigated by the Bank and University and supported by 
the local business community, had cemented these various entities into a far more 
cohesive whole thus providing SMEs with a focal point when seeking assistance in 
their business operations. It also provided a forum for knowledge sharing among 
SMEs. In the next section I will outline what forms of value Camrooka’s SMEs were 
achieving from knowledge sharing in CamNet and the other networks in the region.  
Knowledge Sharing in Networks 
CamNet played a significant role in the region and was a key asset for SMEs. 
Membership of CamNet enabled those who were neither part of the familial business 
structure nor otherwise well connected to be introduced to business leaders and thus 
be incorporated into the business community of the region. This was especially 
valuable given the informants’ perception that people in the region were willing to 
pay a premium for a product or service provided by someone with whom they were 
familiar. The value that SMEs were achieving from CamNet involvement was 
illustrated by an informant who cited an SME owner’s comment during a CamNet 
forum: 
CHAPTER 5 – CASE STUDY 1 – CAMROOKA 
 93 
„I was at a CamNet function and one SME came up to me and said “Look 
I‟ve been stuck in my office in my factory for the last two or three years 
trying to build my business. By being here today, I have surpassed what I 
have achieved in the last two years. I‟ve been introduced to so many 
people, and I have got so many new ideas”.‟ 
Informants estimated that 80% of regional business was conducted through its formal 
and informal networks. Networks were highly significant in attracting funds for 
projects and providing access to opportunities. An example was described by an 
informant. A member of CamNet had tried unsuccessfully to raise funds for a new 
business venture through all the ‘normal’ channels within Camrooka. At a CamNet 
forum he mentioned this to someone at his table, within a few days he had a group of 
CamNet members who had not only organised the funding but worked out a business 
plan with him and were mentoring him on his venture. This mentoring behaviour 
illustrated the types of value and opportunity regional informants perceived as being 
achieved through knowledge sharing in CamNet.  
Informants maintained that SMEs gained value from their involvement in networks. 
By participating in networks SMEs were able to share ideas, learn better ways to 
conduct their business, and learn about alternatives that existed. One informant 
asserted that the true value of knowledge sharing in networks for SMEs was this 
knowledge on how to conduct their businesses. The linkages created to other firms 
enabled SMEs to establish business deals where they could pool demand and thus 
reduce costs. Consequently, knowledge sharing provided empowerment as the 
aggregation of demand and shared outcomes opened up new opportunities. Their 
view was that if SMEs actively share knowledge, contributed their knowledge and 
participated in networks they would get real value. If they did not do these things 
they would not grow. This was epitomised in the following informant comment: 
„For a lot of SMEs knowledge sharing keeps them in business, and that is 
either through providing a continual flow of leads and prospects, technical 
help, your broad basic market intelligence market research, professional 
and personal development aspect. And it opens avenues where businesses 
can set up joint ventures and joint activities to service particular clients 
that they would not be able to otherwise.‟ 
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Informants reported that the entrepreneurial SMEs in Camrooka appreciated and 
recognised that knowledge sharing in networks could provide them with many 
opportunities. Informants’ perception was that entrepreneurs understood knowledge 
sharing enabled reflection on business practices, facilitated the emergence of new 
ideas, and identified new ways of doing business that frequently resulted in time and 
cost savings. Thus knowledge sharing provided entrepreneurs opportunities that 
would not otherwise have been available and was essential for them to remain in 
business. It supplied a continual flow of leads, technical help, market research, 
access to a range of professional and personal development opportunities, and 
opened up new business opportunities including joint ventures.  
When asked to describe impediments to SMEs knowledge sharing, the informants 
identified the major impediment to SMEs’ knowledge sharing was lack of time. 
Others believed it arose from concern about giving away business intelligence, and a 
lack of trust in others. Camrooka’s small, geographically discrete, socially bound 
nature was seen as increasing SMEs unwillingness to share with regional 
counterparts any knowledge about their intimate business details especially relating 
to problems they were experiencing. Consequently, a significant number of firms 
used accounting and legal services from capital cities in their own and the adjoining 
States rather than source these services locally.  
I have illustrated that Camrooka’s SMEs were obtaining considerable value from 
knowledge sharing in regional networks, particularly CamNet. To extend this value 
into the virtual domain required Camrooka had the capacity to do so. In the next 
section I will describe the opportunities Camrooka’s ICT infrastructure offered its 
SMEs. 
Regional ICT Infrastructure  
Camrooka was unusual for an inland region in Australia because it had in place 
excellent ICT infrastructure capable of supporting most online business initiatives. 
Most informants drew my attention to Camrooka’s capacity to support any SME 
online initiatives, as one commented:  
„Now look, one of the one of the things that struck me when I arrived here, 
was the ICT infrastructure that was in place. It ranges from the major 
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centre that [national telco] has got here, things like the [local telco]. The 
fact that at the moment round town there are two fibre optic loops being 
put in place.‟  
The university’s technology park facilitated online business in the region including 
the telecommunications Company and the web-based solutions company, mentioned 
earlier. All corporate and government authorities in the region were utilising ICT 
extensively. Medium sized firms were actively using technology in their daily 
business operations; however, very few were incorporating eCommerce solutions. 
Camrooka’s local business focus coupled with its friendly business rivalry where 
competing firms were supportive of each had meant that SMEs were much slower in 
embracing technology and informants maintained that this would have to change as 
competition became increasingly globalised. Smaller SMEs were intimidated by 
web-based business and did not have the skills or infrastructure to support such 
interactions. An exception identified by informants the small ICT firms owned and 
operated by younger people who were more ‘technologically savvy’ and embracing 
opportunities the web provided to national and global markets. Informants asserted 
that generational issues were associated with technology, and as younger owners 
took over businesses a significant uptake of the opportunities offered by ecommerce 
would occur, illustrated by the following informant comment:  
„The oldies won‟t be around any more. And I don‟t mean that in a bad 
way. It‟s just that they are having trouble with technology and 
understanding it. The kids that are coming through now are just so 
connected! They are living in virtual land. So, as time goes on, it will 
naturally progress itself to be there.‟ 
Value of Knowledge Sharing Online  
CamNet had a website that was established by sponsorship from a local web-based 
provider who was also a member. Members were encouraged to provide a brief 
description of their businesses so that they could be included on the website. Most 
informants reported that SMEs had obtained considerable value from being listed on 
the website. One member had been approached by an interstate manufacturer asking 
this SME to include its product in his range. This had resulted in significant increase 
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in weekly sales for the jubilant member, whose sentiments were illustrated by the 
following informant comment: 
„We put [the members] details on our website. Within a short time-frame 
he got a telephone call from a manufacturer, saying „Would you like to 
distribute our product?‟ His turnover went up $1,000 a week.‟ 
CamNet conducted all communication with members via email. The website 
provided information designed to inspire the members and to keep them informed of 
opportunities in the region. There was a section providing details of members who 
had done something of note and an online newsletter.  
Informants’ perceptions were that most SMEs were working very long hours and did 
their bookwork after hours. Via the Web SMEs gained access to information after 
they had finished their working day or at any other time. Informants perceived that 
the biggest value SMEs gained from going online was access to business information 
including global market trends and recent research. This enabled SMEs to gauge how 
their business was performing on a much larger scale than was possible through local 
contacts.  
Informants perceived that SMEs preferred face-to-face knowledge sharing as this 
was where trust was created and thus online knowledge sharing would never replace 
face-to-face interaction. The Web was, however, a useful adjunct to their 
interpersonal interactions by enabling more convenient means of keeping in contact 
with suppliers, customers and other business associates. One informant identified 
that two issues were associated with sharing knowledge online: the ability to use the 
technology, and willingness to do so.  
The key themes that emerged from the regional informant interviews are listed in 
Table 5-1. Camrooka emerged as a dynamic region comprising two types of SMEs: 
the lifestyle majority who were comfortable with their situation and were not eager to 
develop, and the technologically savvy entrepreneurs who were eager to improve 
their businesses and expand, often globally. Dominion Bank was a key driver of 
business in the region. Networks were important to the way business was conducted 
in the region. CamNet was a facilitator providing opportunities for SMEs. 
Knowledge sharing in networks enabled SMEs to achieve much value, however, 
informants were concerned about long term viability of SMEs who neither 
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recognised the value of networks nor participated in them. Camrooka was endowed 
with excellent ICT infrastructure including a state-of-the-art technology park and 
locally owned telecommunications network. CamNet had a good website. These 
provided technologically savvy SMEs with many opportunities (Table 5-1).  
Key Themes 
Stage 1 
Regional Informants 
SME characteristics 75% micros, instrumental to region economy, key employers, lifestylers happy to 
remain as they are, entrepreneurs proactively seeking opportunities  
Regional enablers Dominion Bank key driver of region, town loyalty 
Networks Most business in region conducted through networking 
Regional Network CamNet crucial facilitator of SMEs by providing access to business leaders / 
opportunities and finance 
Knowledge sharing in networks Provided considerable value to SMEs to those who accessed it (entrepreneurs) 
Many did not recognise its value (lifestylers) essential for global knowledge 
economy, a concern 
Regional ICT infrastructure  Excellent regional infrastructure 
Regional Network ICT Website good, providing SMEs value opportunities and information, all 
communication via email  
Online knowledge sharing  SMEs prefer face-to-face, used for communicating with customers, suppliers, 
business contacts 
Table 5-1  Key themes raised by regional informants 
STAGE 2 – SME TELEPHONE RESPONDENTS 
Survey ‘respondents’ in the Stage 2 telephone interviews were all members of 
CamNet whose firm had fewer than 50 employees. All 132 members who fitted this 
category were approached and 86 interviews completed, a 65 % response rate. These 
small businesses were keen to participate because they valued the networking 
opportunities that CamNet had furnished them.  
The purpose of the Stage 2 telephone interviews was to obtain SME owners views on 
the value to be gained from business networking online. I asked these SME 
respondents specific questions relating to the characteristics of their business, their 
involvement in networks, how they used the Web and their interpersonal and online 
knowledge sharing. The quantitative data resulting from their interviews was used to 
establish the status quo of the region and provided me the opportunity of identifying 
factors that needed to be investigated in greater depth in the third stage. 
In this section I will descriptively report Stage 2 results relevant to Camrooka, and 
will undertake further analysis in a Combined Case in Chapter 7.  
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SMEs Business Characteristics 
I questioned respondents about various aspects of their business including their 
focus, their employee numbers, where their business was conducted, their business 
growth projection for the following two years, and whether they had a business plan.  
Reflecting the informants’ view that Camrooka had undergone a renaissance in 
recent years and had been accompanied by a boom in business activity half (51 %), 
of these SMEs had been in business five years or less. About a fifth (21 %) had been 
in business for 6-10 years and slightly more (28 %) had been operating for more than 
10 years. 
The industry of respondents categorised by ANZSIC codes is presented in Table 5-2. 
This indicates the multi-industry nature of the regional economy and shows a 
concentration (just over a third) Property and Business Services.  
Industry N % 
Property & Business Services 31 36% 
Manufacturing 9 11% 
Retail 8 9% 
Finance & Insurance 8 9% 
Personal & Other Services 6 7% 
Construction 5 6% 
Accommodation, Cafes & Restaurants 5 6% 
Health & Community Services 4 5% 
Culture & Recreation Services 4 5% 
Agriculture 2 2% 
Education 2 2% 
Telecommunications Services 2 2% 
Total 86 100% 
Table 5-2  Industry category
2
 
Consistent with the rapid expansion that had occurred in the region most respondents 
(85 %) anticipated that their business would grow over the next two years. A quarter 
expected to grow rapidly in this period.  
Consistent with the regional informants’ view most were very small, as indicated by 
the number of people they employed, Table 5-3 shows the distribution of employees. 
                                                 
2
 Source ANZSIC Codes (Level 1) http://www.jcu.edu.au/office/research_office/Codes/anzic.html 
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Employee Numbers N % 
Sole Operator 9 11 
2-5 37 43 
6-10 11 13 
11-15 9 11 
>15 20 23 
Total 86 100 
Table 5-3  Employee numbers 
I asked whether they had a formal business plan for the next two years. Nearly two 
thirds (63%) stated that they did. I specified that this had to be a formal written 
document that was capable of being shared with others when discussing the future 
directions of the firm. This contradicted the views of regional informants that little 
formalised planning was being undertaken by SMEs, especially small ones. In 
exploring this further I found that these business plans were more likely to be 
produced by the younger businesses, see Table 5-4.  
  
Years Category 
 
Total 
 1-5 6-10 >10  
Business Plan Yes 29 11 14 54 = 63% 
 
No 
 
15 7 10 32= 37% 
Total 
 
44 = 51% 18 = 21% 24 = 28% 86 
Table 5-4  Business plan by years in business 
I asked these SME respondents to indicate the percentage of their business conducted 
in the region, in the State, in the nation, and internationally. Consistent with the 
regional informants’ view, the vast majority of business was conducted locally a half 
(43 of Camrooka’s 86 SMEs) were conducting more than 75% of their business in 
the region. There was virtually no business conducted internationally, in fact only 
one SME was conducting more than 60% internationally.  
The picture that emerged from CamNet SMEs was that they had a positive outlook 
for their future and were making formal plans to ensure this occurred. They were 
predominately very small businesses where a significant proportion had only recently 
started in business. The majority were in the Property and Business service industry 
and their primary business focus was the region. 
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Networking 
I questioned these SME telephone respondents about their level of activity in 
CamNet and how willing they were to share knowledge with others in it. They were 
also asked to identify any other networks they were involved in, and what types of 
information their networks in Camrooka were providing.  
Nearly all respondents (93%) reported that they were gaining value from their 
networking activity within Camrooka, where half (52%) said that they obtained 
significant benefits from it. This enthusiasm for the benefits networks offered was 
illustrated by a respondent who commented: 
„Networks are probably one of the most important facets of business, six to 
seven years ago we didn‟t recognise how important they are [Company-
name]‟s success is through networks such as the CamNet as it brings 
people together informally‟.  
Given the recognition of the value of networking in Camrooka and the regional 
informant picture of CamNet as a thriving group, I anticipated that the majority of 
members of CamNet would be actively involved in it. It emerged, however, that this 
was not so. Just over a third (37%) was actively involved, and a sizeable number 
(16%) were not active at all. When asked why they ceased involvement, a variety of 
reasons were given, and there was no discernable pattern. In spite of these low 
figures many of the respondents expressed enthusiasm about CamNet and asserted 
that it had been a positive influence on business in the region. They did, however, 
indicate that it had not quite met all their expectations and still had a way to go to be 
completely satisfactory, as one commented: 
 „It is amazing what CamNet has done in 3 years! It is a fantastic concept, 
but it is not quite there yet‟. 
Respondents also indicated a reasonably high level of involvement in other networks 
with most having two additional networks (Table 5-5). This corresponded with 
regional informants’ view that there was a lot of SMEs networking activity in 
Camrooka.  
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Number of Networks N  % 
0 13 15% 
1 17 20% 
2 25 30% 
3 16 19% 
4 5 6% 
5 10 12% 
Total 86 100% 
Table 5-5  Number of additional networks SMEs had 
The catalyst for the formation of CamNet, the fragmented nature of networking in 
Camrooka, was still in evidence. A significant majority (84%) of these CamNet 
SMEs members were involved in other business networks. These additional networks 
came from a wide variety of different sources I therefore combined them into eight 
categories. Commerce networks were most common, unsurprisingly; given the large 
professional presence in the region Professional networks were almost as prevalent 
(see Table 5-6). 
Network Categories N % 
Commerce 46 25% 
Professional 40 22% 
Industry 32 17% 
Informal 29 16% 
Community 25 14% 
Sport 8 4% 
Government 3 2% 
Social 2 1% 
Totals 185 100% 
Table 5-6  Additional types of network SMEs involved in 
On the whole there was a fair degree of similarity in the views SMEs reported and 
the regional informants on SME networking involvement. A picture emerged of 
Camrooka’s SMEs that were more likely to be occasionally involved rather than 
active in CamNet, however, they were involved in a number of other networks. 
Commerce networks were the most frequently cited and this appeared to indicate that 
CamNet had not met all their needs.  
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Web Use 
The regional informants identified two factors that were crucial to SMEs online 
interaction: the ability to use ICT and the willingness incorporate it into business 
activities. I questioned respondents about their use of the Web, what sources of 
information, if any they were obtaining from the Web, whether they had a website, 
and, if so, in what ways it was being used. The Web formed an essential part of 
respondents’ daily interactions with the vast majority (98 %) using it in their business 
operations for obtaining information, and using email for business communications. 
I asked the respondents about their frequency of using the Web for obtaining 
information. It emerged that the Web was nominated as the major source for 
obtaining information for SMEs. Just over three quarters (77 %) were using the Web 
to locate information about industry / competitors, two thirds (65%) were using it to 
identify new opportunities and for basic business information, slightly fewer (62%) 
were obtaining supplier information, just over half (55%) were locating government 
requirements, and slightly less than half (48%, and 44%) were using it for 
information on customers and best practice/benchmarking respectively.  
Although these SMEs used the Web as a major source of obtaining information their 
use of Web applications other than email was far less frequent. The remote location 
of Camrooka, meant that retaining contact with other businesses external to the 
region incurred expensive telecommunication costs which are high in Australia. Over 
a third (36%) of Camrooka’s respondents were using VOIP with many others 
indicating that they were considering doing so. A significant driver for this change 
was coming from customers and suppliers.  
I asked respondents whether they had websites a large number (80 %) indicated they 
did. Nearly all of these (91%) provided detailed information, a relatively high 
number, nearly two thirds (61%) enabled customers to do business on their websites, 
this is about double what has previously been reported. However, only a quarter 
(23%) provided those customers support. Although over half (55%) attested that they 
provided additional facilities, most were links to other sites or online tools like 
calculators.  
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Knowledge Sharing  
While only a relatively low number of respondents were actively involved in 
CamNet, nearly three quarters (72%) indicated willingness to share knowledge 
unreservedly with other CamNet members. A quarter (26%) said that they limited 
such knowledge sharing and only a few stated that they were unwilling to share 
business information with other CamNet members. Such willingness to share 
indicated a degree of trust had been developed between members. The question 
became whether their willingness to share in networks will be transpired into the 
online environment. 
Although respondents used the Web to obtain a large range of information they were 
far more hesitant to share information via the Web than in face-to-face networking 
activities. Just over a half (57%) were willing to share online, a third said it depended 
on the person with whom the online interaction occurred. Far more were unwilling to 
share online (15%) than they were unwilling to share in networks (2%). The reasons 
for this hesitation in knowledge sharing online needed further exploration, not only 
to establish what were the reasons for not sharing online but also, to establish how 
they would be willing to share, and the circumstances in which this would occur. 
This area was further explored in the next stage in-depth interviews. 
CamNet respondents emerged as a group of proactive members who were seeking to 
take advantage of the opportunities that come their way. Although not active in this 
network they were aware of the value networks offered and were eager to maximise 
those opportunities. This research showed that networking was a valued asset for 
operating business, and the Web, especially email and information gathering, formed 
an integral part of daily operations. This was most aptly stated by an SME 
respondent:  
„Networking is a bonus to any business and the Web has made things 
easier in many ways but it is a challenge – instant communication – people 
expect timely responses therefore more demands on queries‟. 
The picture that emerged from the telephone survey respondents indicated that many 
of the structural elements are in place for the formation of VCoEs (Table 5-7). I 
conducted interviews with a targeted selection of the telephone respondents who 
were identified from the analysis of those interviews. My aim was to establish how 
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SME owners saw the value that online networking could provide and to establish 
which online communication tools were most relevant. In order to explore the issues 
raised by the telephone survey as well as the interviews with informants in the next 
section I report the findings of extended interviews with SMEs.  
Key Themes 
Stage 1 
Regional Informants 
Stage 2 
 Telephone Participants 
SME characteristics 75% micros, instrumental to region economy, key 
employers, lifestylers happy to remain as they 
are, entrepreneurs proactively seeking 
opportunities  
Predominately property and business 
services, 60% conducted in region, <5 
employees, <5 or >10 years old 
Regional enablers Dominion Bank key driver of region, town loyalty Renaissance visible in number of newer 
businesses  
Networks Most business in region conducted through 
networking 
Camrooka’s networks are major source 
of value 
Regional Network CamNet crucial facilitator of SMEs by providing 
access to business leaders / opportunities and 
finance 
SME members not very active but highly 
value it 
Knowledge sharing in 
networks 
Provided considerable value to SMEs to those 
who accessed it (entrepreneurs) Many did not 
recognise its value (lifestylers) essential for 
global knowledge economy, a concern 
A high degree of willingness to share in 
CamNet 
ICT infrastructure  Excellent regional infrastructure Actively using Web and email, major 
source of information, most have 
informational websites, and a relatively 
high number providing eCommerce 
facilities 
Regional Network ICT Website good, providing SMEs value 
opportunities and information, all communication 
via email  
No mention of network website 
Online knowledge sharing  SMEs prefer face-to-face, used for 
communicating with customers, suppliers, 
business contacts 
Less willing to share online only half 
willing to do so 
Table 5-7  Key themes raised by SME telephone respondents 
STAGE 3 – SME OWNER PARTICIPANTS  
My aim in the third stage extended interviews of the empirical research was to 
explore the views of SME owners. This provided an insight into the viability of 
VCoEs in Camrooka. It was important that the participants chosen were conversant 
with networking, and were active users of the Web. Consequently, SME 
‘participants’ were selected from among the telephone respondents. The selection 
criteria are that they were actively involved in CamNet and achieved significant 
benefits from that involvement. Twenty one SME owners were approached and 16 
interviews (76%) were completed. (Of the remaining five approached, two were 
willing to be interviewed but were unable to arrange a time, and three were not 
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available.) All SME interview participants had established businesses and all but 
three had been in business for five years or more even though CamNet was a 
relatively new network. Most firms were very small, only four had more than ten 
employees.  
Strategic Issues 
I questioned participants about how they positioned themselves strategically, how 
that strategy was implemented and the value that they anticipated they would achieve 
from that positioning. By doing this I anticipated that I would obtain rich insights 
into what was value to them and how that value was achieved.  
All participants strategically placed their businesses by differentiating themselves 
from other regional firms. They did not attempt to compete on price with the large 
chain-line stores and service providers that operated in the region. Instead most had 
located a niche in the market and were using a customer focus or providing higher 
quality products and services (such as hand-made products and services targeted to a 
particular demographic) as a competitive strategy. Many identified themselves as 
central to the success of the firm where their knowledge and skill was the firm’s core 
strategic asset. Central to the incorporation of the strategy was having a professional 
approach which was achieved by employing high quality and well-trained staff who 
could provide personalised products and service and build alliances with customers, 
as one participant stated:  
„We've got to sell a product to the customer, we have got to sell solutions, 
and we can't sell crap. So we try to find out what the person wants and sell 
the solution‟. 
Visibility was important and achieved in a variety of ways, this could involve the 
strategic location of the business where it was visible to potential customers or was 
convenient for clients, for example had parking nearby. Remaining visible in the 
community by participating in, and sponsoring community bodies, was important to 
sustaining ‘town loyalty’. Consequently, networking both formal and informal 
emerged as extremely important where many viewed their involvement in CamNet as 
a strategic move. Others merely saw it as a marketing forum for handing out 
promotional material.  
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Unlike the telephone respondents which showed the majority of SMEs were 
conducting their business within Camrooka, these participants were making efforts to 
extend their operations beyond the region (four operated almost exclusively 
nationally or internationally). These participants were what the regional informants 
referred to as ‘entrepreneurial’ visible in the strategies they employed. One was using 
Google Ad Words to reach its target market, two were using the national media 
especially television to target customers. One formed an alliance with a MNC to 
advertise on television. Another was creating advertorials for promoting its products 
which were no longer produced in the region as it had outsourced manufacture, and 
had aligned with a national company for distribution, and had become, in effect, a 
marketing firm. This SME owner commented:  
„We see ourselves with [product name] as a little marketing machine, 
that‟s all we are. Because our manufacturing is now sub-contracted out, 
it‟s all produced in [capital city]. We do ship the product from here, but 
we use the three big wholesalers in Australia to actually do the 
distribution and deliver to all the shops. Everything goes out of here in 
pallets, so production is taken care of, distribution is taken care of, the 
wholesalers act like supermarkets for the shops. A shop rings them and 
says „I want two of [product name], and three of this and one of that‟ and 
the wholesaler delivers every day. So a marketing machine that‟s what we 
really are. This is good, because all we do here all day is sit here and 
pump out stories to the media.‟ 
Various strategies were incorporated by these enterprising SMEs to enable them to 
remain viable in the small market of Camrooka. Three operated multiple businesses 
from the same premises, whilst several others were involved in franchises or buying 
groups to minimise their costs and expand their reach. Some were forming business 
alliances with other firms. The larger SMEs concentrated on establishing 
relationships with large national companies and government instrumentalities. The 
smaller ones preferred to form temporary business alliances which they formed and 
re-formed into joint ventures on a project-by-project basis. Such informal 
cooperative relationships were strategically beneficial as one attested: 
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 „We see ourselves being much, much stronger together than alone. It's the 
whole concept of synergy isn't it? where the sum of all parts become 
greater than the whole‟. 
These participants were a targeted selection and therefore did not necessarily 
represent the views of SMEs as a whole. In fact, their entrepreneurial and strategic 
business approach contradicted the views expressed by regional informants. They 
indicated a clear idea of where their business needed to be located strategically and 
were concentrating their efforts in that direction. They achieved value for their firm 
by differentiating themselves and seeking and obtaining a niche market, once this 
was achieved they concentrated on providing high quality and good service to retain 
that market edge. They recognised and leveraged the value that interpersonal 
relationships provided their firm and networking was seen as a strategically sound 
approach. It was important, therefore, to have experienced staff and owner’s ability 
was a key factor in their success. Many were forming alliances to overcome the 
limitations of Camrooka’s small market size, and others provided more than one 
product or service to expand the value creating potential of their firm.  
Regional Value  
I asked the participants to indicate, what set Camrooka apart in terms of creating 
value, and what value they had achieved from being located in the region. The 
majority agreed with the regional informants’ perception that Dominion Bank was 
the region’s most valuable asset. Participants maintained that it had put the name of 
Camrooka on the map as an extremely lively and innovative community, which was 
professional but relaxed, epitomised in the following participant comment:  
„The thing that I think is unique to Camrooka is the Bank. It is enormous. 
It has really raised the profile of Camrooka. People you know are riding 
on the coattails of the Bank, because people see it as a place of innovation. 
A couple of years ago I was at a conference in [the national capital] and I 
met lecturer from the university who said to me „What is it about 
Camrooka? It must be something in the water?” because Camrooka is 
seen as quite innovative.‟ 
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Participants also mentioned the renaissance in Camrooka. They identified the tens of 
millions dollars being invested in the region to establish new mines and the 
construction of new buildings as key drivers of this resurgence. Concurring with the 
regional informants, participants noted that incorporation of good infrastructure, 
particularly ICT, made operating in the region considerably easier and expanded 
their business reach to national and international markets. One participant illustrated 
this in the following comment:  
„Ten or fifteen years ago, if we wanted to get a pallet of goods shipped 
somewhere over the other side of the country, it was just a nightmare! We 
had to ring five people to get a carter to take it to someone else, and then 
to someone else. I mean, that just doesn't happen now. We've got 
everything that you would be able to access in Australia‟s three major 
capital cities. We've got everything right here. Absolutely, and also the 
technology factor, with faxes and e-mails and all the rest of it. We are not 
out of the loop when it comes to technology‟.  
Camrooka had a strong sense of community or town loyalty where cooperative 
assistance between regional businesses produced positive outcomes for participants. 
The ability to be so accepted within the community was associated with the 
interrelationship between social and work life that arose out of Camrooka’s relatively 
small size. Involvement in community networks enabled SMEs to establish and 
consolidate relationships with leaders in industry and government and this opened 
doors to opportunities that would be hard to achieve in the metropolitan context. In 
fact, a club for CEOs was a key source of finance and assistance to larger SMEs and 
this was instrumental in the establishment of Dominion Bank. Such community 
support was one perhaps the biggest advantage of living in Camrooka, as one 
participant stated:  
„Ninety per cent of this community is here to help each other, and to grow 
on each other, and learn from each other and teach. And, I think that is the 
biggest bonus of the place‟.  
Although there were many factors in Camrooka providing value to its SMEs, several 
regional factors were hindering their business operations. Camrooka’s regional 
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loyalty was an asset but created a considerable barrier for new SMEs entering the 
region who found it took a lot of groundwork to gain acceptance.  
In Chapter 1, I noted that large organisations can have a significant role in the 
economic development of regions by providing infrastructure for SMEs and also by 
using them as sub-contractors. Camrooka’s participants perceived the lack of large 
organisations in the region was an inhibitor of their, and the region’s development 
potential. The largest employers in the region were government authorities which 
recently, as part of cost cutting measures, had started purchasing their goods and 
services from large national companies instead of within the region. The result was 
that some SMEs were missing out on vital business opportunities which were 
previously available. One participant epitomised the disenchantment this was 
creating:  
„Look there are some disadvantages with the Camrooka area. The area 
does not have what you would call a lot of real business. There is a lot of 
government, focused business, and they have become known, sort of as the 
primary employers. And that is one of our difficulties as a lot of their 
buying decisions are made centrally from [capital city]. So that is where 
we, we have a particular weakness against the national companies, 
whereas a [MNC] that is one of our major competitors, can service those 
government guys from State-level and things like that. So we are weakened 
by those large national companies.‟ 
At the time of the interviews, SMEs expressed concern that Camrooka University 
was contemplating closing its operations in the region. SMEs were apprehensive that 
this would cause a significant decline in business within Camrooka. Similar unease 
was expressed about the Bank’s spectacular success which made it a key target for a 
takeover bid. As one participant commented, 
„One of our biggest fears here in Camrooka is that the Bank, that has 
facilitated so much within the region, is about ripe for the picking 
[company takeover]. And if one of the four [large national banks] decides 
that it is just right, and it gets taken over, and there is every possibility that 
this will happen, where do we go from there? Because the Bank has been 
such a focus‟  
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It emerged that Camrooka had many attributes making it a favourable location in 
which SMEs could operate. The Bank was a major stimulator of SME and regional 
development. There were several barriers that were hindering SMEs including lack 
of government support and large organisations. A key strength was its vibrant 
community networks that were instrumental role for SMEs achieving success. In the 
next section I explore the role networking played for SMEs and the development of 
social capital.  
Networking and Social Capital  
I questioned participants about the kinds of value achieved from their involvement in 
CamNet and how these were used in their businesses. I anticipated that by 
understanding the level of social capital being generated I could ascertain CamNet’s 
potential for facilitating CoEs.  
Participants were most enthusiastic about CamNet perceiving it as a valuable asset 
for their businesses; some even went so far as to describe it as being the most 
successful network of its type in Australia. Involvement in CamNet enabled them to 
become part of Camrooka’s image of innovation and high quality, and as a group 
break into markets that would not be possible individually. This was most aptly put 
by a participant: 
„The whole concept of team is a really important one. Where, in any walk 
of life, the business social, emotional, whatever you want to talk about in 
any walk of life, the whole concept of team potentially creates a synergy 
that is not there when you try and do things alone. If you if you are 
interested in handing down that field I think it is a very positive thing, and 
we to look at ourselves as networkers, as really good networkers.‟  
From the outset, CamNet had been a resounding success providing a mechanism for 
cross-industry business networking in the region. Quarterly forums, sponsored by 
large organisational members, were the key form of participation for members. The 
value this provided was recognised and appreciated by participants as illustrated in 
the following comment: 
„We [small businesses] can‟t manage CamNet by ourselves; the little ones 
like me cannot afford to put money in like the amount that they put in. So 
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you need the big ones there, and they have a lot of contacts that will help 
the CamNet.‟ 
SMEs highly valued the information and networking opportunities CamNet’s forums 
provided, indicated by their eagerness to attend even when the timing was 
inconvenient. Most anticipated getting something by attending, and were worried 
about missing something important to their business if they did not. The greatest 
value achieved from forums was networking with others as illustrated by the 
following comment:  
„One of our founding sponsors said to me at a recent meeting “You know I 
remember the first CamNet function, you could not give your business card 
away, even if you pay someone to take it! At the last CamNet event there 
were people literally jumping across the table to give their cards! You 
couldn't hear yourself because of the noise of people talking and 
interacting and communicating within the event. That's the difference!”  
Such exposure was not available from any other source in the region and it enabled 
SMEs, especially smaller businesses, to expand their contact base, raise their profile 
and reinforce their presence. In fact, one participant said that being a member of 
CamNet provided a level of respect in the business community that would not be 
otherwise achievable. It enabled SMEs to meet people that they would not otherwise 
have access to who opened doors to finance and business opportunities. An example 
was the Export Network established by CamNet that was appreciated by these 
entrepreneurial SMEs as indicated by the following comment:  
„I would say connections are most valuable especially people that we have 
been able to liaise with, the CamNet was integral to us being introduced to 
people from AusIndustry, AusTrade, and Rural Development for the State, 
those three government entities. They have helped our business, no end in 
getting established overseas‟.  
The majority of participants valued relationships developed in CamNet, where they 
were able to share ideas with like-minded people, about successes and failures, and 
to learn about running their business. Through continued interaction they had 
developed trust in each other and so their knowledge sharing was more open, 
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illustrated by the fact that they were more willing to share knowledge with members 
of CamNet than with outsiders. 
Participants viewed CamNet’s committee as crucial to its success, particularly the 
Bank representative who was instrumental in establishing CamNet. The committee 
ensured members met with different businesses at the forums. However, the 
management of CamNet was not meeting participants’ expectations. At the time of 
the regional economic development leader interviews the Local Authority was 
providing someone one day a week to manage the network. This was a one-year 
appointment, which ceased at the end of 2005, and no replacement was made. 
Consequently, volunteers managed the network and although participants were 
sympathetic to the demands this was placing on these volunteers, they were 
concerned about the direction CamNet was taking. Participants noted that CamNet 
had reached a hiatus where SMEs participation was waning, this loss of interest was 
made apparent in the following comment: 
„I haven't been to a CamNet function just lately, because the functions 
haven‟t interested me enough to go, or I have been too busy, or a bit of 
both‟. 
This loss of interest in CamNet was linked to an increased emphasis on large, 
especially MNCs. Several participants cited examples of how MNCs were given 
preferential treatment at the expense of their own business. There was a growing 
disillusionment amongst participants at the lack of representation or recognition of 
SMEs by those managing CamNet. This feeling was expressed by a participant: 
„Everybody says it's great to have big [National] organisational money 
coming into CamNet. If you have got anyone else locally, these large 
organisations are only doing it for one reason [to get rid of local 
competition]. The Bank is a bit different, because it is committed to the 
town, and also they know how to play the game of the out-of-towners. 
Whereas if you invite an out-of-towner in, I question the [MNC] delivers 
any value whatsoever to the CamNet apart from the cheque and they 
probably hold that back.‟ 
In Chapter 3, I described how mentoring was a sign of a healthy network and was 
important to the development of CoEs. I asked participants about the degree to which 
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mentoring was occurring in CamNet. Three participants enthusiastically commented 
about informal mentoring they had been involved in. Recently CamNet had started a 
formal mentoring program funded by a government grant, however, very few 
participants were aware of this. This suggests a degree of disconnection between 
CamNet management and it smaller members. 
Some interesting insights were provided by a participant, who was concerned about 
the diminution of interest in CamNet by the smaller members. This participant 
believed it arose from the fact that they were managing CamNet on a voluntary basis 
which was unworkable because SME owners did not have the time to do it properly. 
A paid employee was needed who would be committed to the interests of CamNet 
members as a whole, and thus would be impartial in decision-making. Apparently, 
the committee had recognised the problem the lack of employee staff was causing 
and was about to appoint a part-time executive officer.  
SME interview participants revealed that they were achieving value from 
involvement in CamNet especially from the networking forums. There appeared to 
be a considerable amount of impetus within CamNet for developing CoEs. Most 
identified CamNet as extending their business reach both within the region and also 
to the national and international arena. It provided opportunities that would be 
difficult, if not impossible to achieve from other sources, including the ability to be 
accepted into the region as a newcomer. The lack of paid staff to manage CamNet 
was adversely impacting on the network, visible in the diminution in smaller 
business involvement. This appeared to arise from the perceived shift in focus from 
them to the large organisational members, and a lack of communication about 
CamNet’s initiatives. Such a trend would adversely affect any potential for 
developing an effective CoE. The issue now becomes does CamNet have the ability 
to move its emerging CoE online?  
Channels for Communicating Online  
In attempting to assess how viable a VCoE could be developed it was necessary to 
identify which channels for communication were most appropriate for regional 
SMEs. It was essential that they were capable of using them, were willing to do so, 
and could identify the value that these channels would provide. I asked SME 
participants about the channels that are most frequently used in large organisational 
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VCoPs. These were email, online forums and expertise databases with additional 
insights that emerged about face-to-face interaction and the role of CamNet’s 
website. Data from the telephone interviews are included to provide depth and 
richness. 
Participants made it very clear that face-to-face interaction was their preferred and 
most trusted environment. They readily recognised its ability to facilitate the building 
of relationships on which CamNet members developed a sense of camaraderie and 
strong bonding with each other. These SMEs indicated willingness to share 
knowledge based on an expectation that by sharing with each other benefits 
ultimately were accorded. This was described by a participant:  
„So, if you become familiar with people and they see that you are a person 
not just there to take, take, take but to give, give, give. Then, you naturally 
formed dialogue, you naturally form relationships with people who will 
help you because you will help them! If you do you'll get something back.‟ 
Face-to-face interaction enabled problem solving both individually in group 
situations. Participants used face-to-face interaction to validate contacts by 
ascertaining whether they were comfortable in establishing a deeper, ongoing 
interaction. The non-verbal communication enabled them to recognise if other person 
was able to be trusted as indicated in the following participant comment: 
 „…you get a better understanding of what their business is about what 
happens on the [business] card. You get greater depth, greater sharing of 
how they develop where they want to take their business‟. 
The regional informants had enthusiastically praised the attributes of CamNet’s 
website, I therefore assumed that it provided the required infrastructure for the 
incorporation of VCoEs. However, CamNet participants were extremely dissatisfied 
with the website and were not using it. A major criticism was that it was typically out 
of date, and this caused considerable frustration to members clearly exhibited in the 
following participant comment: 
 „It takes ages for your details to be changed! It took months for my phone 
number to be changed over! And they had my wrong e-mail address in 
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there and I kept sending it in, and sending it in, and sending it in, and it 
never got changed or updated‟.  
An examination of this website in 2006 confirmed that it was out of date. An 
example of this was the ‘Weekly Forums’ page that had only one entry, and this was 
for 2003. On expiry of the Local Authority appointment, this poorly performing and 
designed website had become worse because it was taken over by a volunteer who 
according to participants, lacked the time, ability and inclination to maintain it 
properly. The dissatisfaction with the website was most eloquently expressed by a 
participant: 
 „They do not use their web site well to my mind. If CamNet advertises an 
event you should be able to go to the web site and book the event, and 
whilst they [members] are on the web site they should be learning about 
all of the other things that are happening. It should provide the ability for 
members to be able to link directly to your website. And they just don't do 
that!‟  
Participants maintained that the website had always been a poor performer, was 
poorly designed, not user friendly, and needed to be providing better services to its 
members. It was apparent that, in its current state, the CamNet website had 
considerable barriers to overcome for it to facilitate the incorporation of VCoEs 
initiatives. Participants noted that unless CamNet came up with some unique way of 
attracting members which provided them with some benefit then it would not be 
used, given the large number of competing websites around. A member clearly 
identified these issues in the following comment:  
 „You see, one of the major problems in my business at the moment is that I 
access around 50 vendors, and every one of those vendors has a website. 
And I also deal with about two to three screens of emails per day. And so 
information overload is a major problem and there's no way that I can 
keep up-to-date with 50 websites, and read everyone's email. Nor do I 
want to! And so the key to this [VCoEs] proposal is that CamNet website 
has to come up with some unique value added way that will encourage 
people to use it as a preferred source of information gathering or sharing‟.  
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The lack of features on the CamNet website had resulted in all interactions with its 
members being conducted via email, with additional telephone contact frequently 
required to address members’ queries. The use of email as a formal means of 
communication was deemed appropriate in CamNet; however, members deemed 
email inappropriate for interpersonal communication between members. 
CamNet did not have an online forum on its website. I asked participants about their 
willingness to use such an online forum. Although most were conversant with online 
forums only a few were currently using them and these were professional or trade-
based forums involving interactions with peers both nationally and internationally. 
Many stated that an online forum within CamNet would benefit members illustrated 
in the following comment: 
„I think it would be brilliant! The spread of people that you have got in 
there [CamNet], certainly issues that you could not sought out yourself. It 
would be a great way of doing it‟. 
Benefits identified were the ability to solve problems jointly with others in the region 
who had common goals and were facing similar challenges. Participants asserted that 
by sharing collective visions of where they were going in the future such interaction 
would assist members becoming more profitable and sustainable. This sustainability 
was equally important for the region epitomised in the following participant 
comment:  
„We would share collective visions of where we would like our business 
based community to be in 10 or 20 or 25 years. We would try and share 
on, what's the word? Bullet proofing our community to increase the 
sustainability of profit and business operations‟.  
There were significant limitations for incorporating online forums into CamNet. A 
key factor was the previously mentioned, poor quality of CamNet’s website. 
Participants stressed that unless this was addressed there was little if any chance of 
such an initiative succeeding. A few participants said that an online forum would not 
work because discussing business issues online provided regional competitors access 
to valuable business intellectual capital. Other limitations included concerns about 
privacy, lack of user friendliness, inability to achieve value add for their business, 
and the time involvement required. 
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In an attempt to identify the types of information participants were willing to share in 
online forums they were asked their willingness to share knowledge about best 
practices, marketing information, managing alliances, and innovation and innovative 
practices. Most were willing to do this in an online forum, however, others indicated 
that they would only do this face-to-face. The significant social capital in CamNet 
coupled with the multiple industries they were involved in could have contributed to 
this willingness. Almost all participants indicated willing to share information on 
innovation and innovative practices, best practices, and managing alliances. The only 
caveat was in sharing information on markets and marketing as this would have to be 
generic rather than specific.  
Expertise Databases 
Only a limited number of participants were familiar with expertise databases, so the 
responses do not reflect actual experience. An expertise database was described to 
them as an online database of contact details and key information about a member 
and their specialised expertise (for example, a foreman in multinational mining 
company who was a specialist ore crushing in ore crushing). All participants thought 
that this was an extremely good idea as illustrated by the comment by a participant, 
conversant with expertise databases:  
„I think it would be fantastic, because we have so many businesses on the 
small side of that SME who really are not quite sure where to take the next 
step. And they are not in a position where they can afford to go to someone 
who is going to cost them a lot of money. So if there were people out there 
who were prepared to be on that list and were prepared to answer 
questions honestly, I think that is invaluable to so many small businesses.‟  
One participant asserted that CamNet had been set up to create such a system 
because such as system would ensure value was retained in the region and not 
exported to other places. The participant said: 
 „That's what I believed, CamNet was going to be. A real source to find 
people that you need every day, but it didn't turn out to be that way! So 
that before you went anywhere else such as [the capital city], you jumped 
onto the web site and you typed into the search, you know, I want Da di da 
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da, whatever, placements or something, then bang it tells you in who 
Camrooka, does it.‟  
Participants identified the lack of employed staff in CamNet as the key inhibitor for 
the successful incorporation of expertise databases. A key issue was how the experts 
were identified, this would have to be carefully handled to ensure that the most 
appropriate person in the region was approached. Another issue was managing the 
time commitment expected of experts, as this should not be allowed to negatively 
impact of their business operations. A suggestion was for a specific time to be set 
when the ‘expert’ was available and that this was the only time the expert could be 
contacted.  
The key issues arising from these Stage 3 SME extended interviews revealed that 
CamNet had great potential not only for incorporation of VCoEs but for achieving 
value from them (see Table 5-8). A significant factor was the positive business 
environment that existed in the region largely driven by efforts from Dominion Bank 
. Networking was a significant strength of operating in Camrooka, in particular 
CamNet was most significant to the value creating opportunities both to SMEs and 
the region as a whole. This networking gave members access to key leaders in 
Camrooka and thus opened doors to opportunities that would not be otherwise 
available. CamNet enabled them to jointly share business ideas and solve problems. 
There was significant social capital being generated in CamNet which emerged as a 
CoEs. It enabled SMEs to form alliances and develop other business opportunities in 
its large organisational sponsored forums.  
The move to the online environment requires several factors to be in place. A key 
strength of CamNet was its strong committee which would be able to drive such an 
initiative. Poor management of CamNet created by the lack of employed staff was a 
significant barrier as it had resulted in declining SME involvement. Online 
knowledge sharing is essential to the viability of VCoEs. Participants indicated that 
they were comfortable sharing a considerable amount of information online, but 
much preferred to do this face-to-face. The technique most preferred to facilitate 
knowledge sharing in CamNet was expertise databases. The most significant obstacle 
for online interaction by these SME CamNet members was its poorly performing 
website. This would require a complete overhaul if members were to be convinced of 
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its worth and become active users of it. Only then would online knowledge sharing 
be feasible. 
Key Themes 
Stage One  
Regional Informants 
Stage 2 
Telephone Respondents 
Stage 3  
SME Participants 
SME characteristics 75% micros, instrumental to 
region economy, key 
employers, lifestylers happy to 
remain as they are, 
entrepreneurs proactively 
seeking opportunities  
Predominately property and 
business services, 60% 
conducted in region, <5 
employees, <5 or >10 years 
old 
Strategically oriented, niche 
markets focussing on quality 
and service for customers, and 
visibility 
Regional enablers Dominion Bank key driver of 
region, town loyalty 
Renaissance visible in 
number of newer businesses  
Bank key driver of region, 
renaissance in region, town 
loyalty. Barriers – 
governments, lack of large 
organisations 
Networks Most business in region 
conducted through networking 
Camrooka’s networks are 
major source of value 
Community networks important 
to business success 
Regional Network CamNet crucial facilitator of 
SMEs by providing access to 
business leaders / 
opportunities and finance 
SME members not very 
active but highly value it 
CamNet valuable asset, 
forums, expand contact base, 
and access to opportunities, 
recent decline in SME 
involvement, negative impact 
of large organisations 
Knowledge sharing in 
networks 
Provided considerable value to 
SMEs to those who accessed it 
(entrepreneurs) Many did not 
recognise its value (lifestylers) 
essential for global knowledge 
economy, a concern 
A high degree of willingness 
to share in CamNet 
Share ideas with like minded 
people about running a 
business, developing trust and 
social capital 
ICT infrastructure  Excellent regional 
infrastructure 
Actively using Web and 
email, major source of 
information, most have 
informational websites but 
not using them for 
ecommerce activities 
 
Regional Network ICT Website good, providing SMEs 
value opportunities and 
information, all communication 
via email  
No mention of network 
website 
CamNet website biggest 
inhibitor to online interaction 
Online knowledge 
sharing  
SMEs prefer face-to-face, used 
for communicating with 
customers, suppliers, business 
contacts 
Less willing to share online 
only half willing to do so 
High willingness to share 
online via expertise databases, 
online forums but not email 
Table 5-8  Key themes raised by SME extended interview participants 
SUMMARY 
This Case Study has shown that Camrooka had a positive environment that was 
stimulating SMEs value potential. CamNet appeared to be a CoE. Although 
participants indicated that they were willing to share online and thus the potential for 
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VCoEs was significant, this was severely hampered by the lack of management and 
leadership necessary. The greatest barrier was CamNet’s poor performing website.  
 121 
Chapter 6  
Case Study 2 - Boonaburra 
INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter I present the findings that emerged from the empirical research 
conducted in Boonaburra. To place this region in context I start this chapter with an 
overview of the distinguishing features of Boonaburra that indicated its capacity for 
facilitating its SMEs and their ICT based networking. I then outline the findings in 
each of the three research stages illustrating the key themes that are emerging. At the 
end of each stage, I review the themes in order to provide an integrated case study 
account indicating the iterative powers of reflection as part of the research design as 
outlined in the structured case method (Carroll & Swatman 2000).  
OVERVIEW OF BOONABURRA 
Boonaburra was one of the largest regional cities in Australia. Its close proximity to 
the State’s capital city had a significant influence on its economic development with 
many businesses reliant on the metropolitan market. Approximately one tenth of 
Boonaburra’s working population travelled daily to the metropolitan area for work. 
Lifestyle was the major reason for locating in Boonaburra, and it was experiencing 
high population growth. It had many advantages including moderately priced 
housing, close proximity to beaches and other attractions, a slower and easier pace of 
living, an increasing number of cultural and artistic opportunities, and rapid transport 
to the capital.  
Australia is in the same time zone as China, the fastest growing sector in the world, 
and Boonaburra, positioned on the eastern seaboard of Australia, was benefiting from 
this with an increasing number of overseas companies establishing offices in the 
region to do business with China. Boonaburra had all the facilities of, and proximity 
to, a capital city whilst operational costs were less, and this coupled with the 
aforementioned lifestyle advantages resulted in good business growth.  
Boonaburra had been negatively affected by two major recessions in economic 
activity. The mid 1980s the global downturn in the manufacturing industry, brought 
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on by technological changes, significantly impacted on Boonaburra which was, until 
then, predominantly a manufacturing centre. Local and State governments 
established initiatives to address the resulting decline in unemployment and business 
activity. The State government created an Industry Network aimed at developing 
opportunities through import replacement, local sourcing of products and services, 
and by providing access to global supply chains. This network had subsequently 
expanded to all states with a national database of tens of thousands of companies, 
from across all sectors of industry, actively supporting each other. The local 
government created a regional Tourism Authority as it identified tourism as a labour 
intensive industry offering a broad employment entry level from unskilled workers to 
serious career structures. This was extremely successful, Boonaburra was 
outperforming other destinations in domestic and international visitation, and tourism 
brought in a hundred million dollars from activities associated with hosting meetings 
and conferences. Additionally, tourism providers from surrounding areas were 
purchasing goods and services from Boonaburra resulting in significant financial 
benefits. 
The second downturn occurred when an economic slump was created by the demise 
of a local MNC. This negatively affected the economic framework of the region, a 
large number of businesses failed creating large-scale unemployment. Boonaburra 
had proved resilient in such circumstances by attracting government funding for 
infrastructure investments in the region. Boonaburra’s large organisation Chief 
Executive Officers (CEOs) perceived this reactive mode was inadequate and 
established a CEO Committee aimed at ensuring Boonaburra was strong in the 21
st
 
Century. This was designed to make effective decisions whilst the economy was 
flourishing instead of reacting to economic recessions. The CEO committee had been 
responsible for retaining industry within the region, and attracting new investment by 
lobbying governments and international bodies. Recently it coordinated the 
establishment of a biotechnology centre, a joint venture between government, private 
firms and the local university, that employed hundreds of researchers and injected 
tens of millions of dollars into Boonaburra.  
These downturns affected the way business operated in Boonaburra. There was a 
noticeable strong bonding in the region evidenced by strong loyalty to local firms 
identified either as long established in the region or owned by long time residents. 
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There was a strong ‘old school tie’ network with the same few people appearing on 
key regional boards and committees.  
The early 2000s saw the establishment of a joint committee to address the long term 
planning needs of Boonaburra and adjoining municipalities. This body was 
instrumental in obtaining major road and rail improvements and a huge housing 
development. The latter did not include any provision for infrastructure or 
employment, the assumption appeared to be that these new residents would go to the 
capital city for work.  
Boonaburra had a good business mix capable of providing a balanced economy for 
21
st
 Century with strong manufacturing and service sectors.  
STAGE 1 – REGIONAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT INFORMANTS  
In this stage first stage I interviewed 14 participants who I will refer to as 
‘informants’. They were regional level representatives of local, State and national 
government authorities, industry bodies, and other business based networks and 
associations, and were chosen because of their involvement in economic 
development in the region. Thus their experience and knowledge was able to provide 
me with insights into a range of cross-industry business networks and the broader 
culture and fabric of the region. My aim was to obtain an in-depth holistic view of 
Boonaburra, including the significance of SMEs, regional and online initiatives to 
facilitate them, value SMEs achieved from knowledge sharing in Boonaburra’s 
business networks, and the ways that ICT enhanced that value.  
Significance of SMEs  
The informants were unanimous that SMEs were critically important to economic 
development in Boonaburra. They described SMEs as the largest regional economic 
driver and as such more significant than large manufacturers in the region. The 
majority of growth in Boonaburra was in small, especially micro businesses. As a 
group SMEs represented the majority of the employment in the region, and several 
informants put this figure at 85 %. The significant reduction in employment by large 
organisations had been taken up by SMEs where many were subcontractors to large 
manufacturers. This was observable in a survey conducted in the early 2000s that 
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attributed the 6,000 growth in employment over the preceding three years to SMEs. 
These were aptly summarised in the following informant comment:  
„Well they are the heart and soul of Boonaburra. After all, most businesses 
are small to medium sized. That is where all the growth is coming from, 
and they are the local ownership. The bigger organisations aren‟t 
necessarily honing into it within Boonaburra, or controlling it within 
Boonaburra.‟  
Regional informants maintained that in reality SMEs were small with less than 10 
employees, whilst medium enterprises had less than 50 employees, only 60 
organisations in Boonaburra had more than 100 employees and these were mainly 
government instrumentalities. Informants clearly differentiated between small and 
medium sized organisations, the latter were identified as implementing the 
organisational arrangements found in large firms where specific personnel were 
responsible for specific areas, and included formal business structures, such as 
formal business plans. In small businesses the owner was responsible for all the 
major functions of the firm, consequently the ability to enlarge from small to 
medium sized was largely dependent on the motivation and capability of the owner.  
One informant categorised small businesses into three types of businesses, and 
comments by the other informants indicated that they concurred with this view: The 
first were the majority of small businesses that were providing goods and services to 
local markets either by subcontracting to large manufacturers or by catering to the 
needs of the increasing number of lifestyle residents entering Boonaburra. They were 
time pressured, wanted to be left alone as they worked long hours to make a living 
and had to be experts in all areas of business. Their small size did not enable them to 
employ specialists internally neither could they afford consultants. This meant they 
had neither the time nor inclination to be involved in activities that focussed on 
developing their businesses. These small businesses had established themselves in 
business to be independent, many as sub-contractors of large manufacturers who 
were their previous employers. Informants maintained that these small businesses 
were satisfied with their situation and did not seek, nor want, to become medium 
sized. This inertia frustrated informants as they ignored efforts to get them to 
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participate in activities designed to assist them. This feeling is most aptly illustrated 
in the following informant comment: 
„Small businesses are resistant to training, they are ferrel, independent, 
informal. They don‟t like suits, run away from consultants, and are sick to 
death of being market researched. They hate being lumped [combined] 
into the packet along with medium businesses. They see that as offensive to 
what they do.‟ 
The second type of small business, identified by informants, were experts in the 
export economy who brought value into the region by producing goods and services 
that were sold outside the region.  
Informants maintained that the third type of small business were the ‘brilliant few’ 
businesses that were trading internationally and bringing value into the region. These 
were described by informants as ambitious, innovatively and quickly responding to 
global changes, proactively seeking every opportunity to enhance their businesses, 
and aiming to go from small to medium sized. Informants found these small 
businesses much easier to work with as they were eager to take advantage of the 
opportunities that informants provided. I will now describe initiatives being 
undertaken in Boonaburra to facilitate its SMEs. 
Regional SMEs Initiatives 
A wide range of initiatives in Boonaburra designed to facilitate SMEs were in place. 
Largely driven by funding from Federal, State, and local government sources there 
were a number of additional programs organised by industry and business 
organisations. The programs of significance are discussed below. 
The Federal government’s regional Area Consultative Committee (ACC) provided 
funding for social, economic and environmental projects designed to promote 
regional growth. Recognising that Boonaburra was part of an Australia-wide skill 
shortage the ACC was establishing an Australian Technical College in cooperation 
with Boonaburra’s Manufacturing Council and a local Training Network. A survey 
of manufacturing SMEs sub-contractors, designed to identifying skills required to 
train young people for manufacturing, uncovered that these SMEs were unaware of 
the skills shortage implications and had no long-term succession planning to address 
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them. This had serious implications for the long-term viability of manufacturing in 
Boonaburra, and commitment had been obtained from large manufacturers to educate 
their SME contractors in those areas.  
The State government had a regional business centre that provided facilities for 
agencies assisting SMEs. A small business expo had been run recently and ongoing 
business programs were conducted, for example to assist small and micro businesses 
set up in business. In the previous year a program had attracted several hundred 
SMEs to the region with monetary incentives. This strategy was, however, criticised 
by regional several informants because other regions had similar programs in place 
and the number leaving Boonaburra was comparable with those coming in.  
The Local government had not recognised SMEs as a key focus, evidenced by the 
lack of any mention of SMEs in the economic development plan until the mid 2000s. 
Its focus had been until then on large organisational projects and infrastructure 
developments. At the time of the regional informant interviews Local government 
was offering small businesses grants for one day business training sessions. These 
were not attracting the anticipated response and the Local government informant 
indicated that it was having difficulty in locating and identifying these small, mainly 
micro businesses.  
The inability to meet small business needs was not unique to the Local government. 
One informant maintained that the reason was; governments at all levels had clearly 
defined developmental processes, rules and regulations that were ideal for 
negotiating with large organisations. These made it difficult for governments to 
address the demands of small businesses, especially entrepreneurial ones that were 
characterised by a lack of formality and risk taking opportunistic behaviour. Other 
informants indicated similar sentiments as illustrated by the following comment:  
„You get a similar philosophical approach to small business if it‟s local, 
State or Federal although their schemes are different. Governments are set 
up to follow fairly a well defined sort of pathway of development. It‟s a 
majority numbers game. Governments aren‟t set up for the entrepreneurial 
process because it is risky, breaks rules, almost anti-bureaucratic. 
Entrepreneurs tend to come and spoil that nice sort of easy processes.‟ 
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Informants maintained that Boonaburra was one of the most highly networked cities, 
where there were many organisations and formal and informal networks playing an 
active role in the economic development of Boonaburra. As one informant 
commented: 
„So what you have is this significant intermeshing of organisations that 
ultimately creates the economic fabric of the SME fabric that exists in 
Boonaburra.‟  
Respondents identified a number of industry networks geared towards assisting 
Boonaburra’s SMEs, for example the economically successful Local government 
funded Tourism Authority assisted its fee-paying members on demand. In contrast, 
the State government funded Industry Network provided services free of charge to its 
members. A joint venture between the Federal government and the Employers 
Association established an Exports Network which focused on exporters in tourism 
and manufacturing. This ran bi-monthly forums on issues and planning needed for 
export designed to encourage its 400 strong members, which respondents maintained 
were 98% SMEs and represented a third of these small businesses.  
The Manufacturing Council was also positioning itself as a key network for SMEs 
and was running a networking skills development project in conjunction with the 
local university aimed at getting technology into companies to make them 
sustainable into the future. The Manufacturing Council had many sub-groupings 
based along industry lines, for example there was a Textile network, an Automotive 
Network, and a Food Network to name a few. The diversity of sub-networks made it 
difficult for it to adequately address all their competing demands. Apparently many 
fine initiatives had started well but were unable to be sustained; an example was the 
extremely successful launch of an Automotive Network, however, a year later there 
had been no follow up on this well supported network. A respondent identified lack 
of personnel within the council for this apparent inertia, other respondents made 
similar comments.  
Informants cited ‘BoonGroup’ as the most significant business network for SMEs. It 
actively worked with, and lobbied governments and was very prominent in regional 
planning, was focused on developing Boonaburra’s assets including involvement in 
its long-term planning body. It represented the commercial interests of Boonaburra 
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by advancing business and industry, and by providing insights into the needs of 
SMEs. This was necessary, given the inertia by the Local government. BoonGroup 
engendered many spin-off networks, including the Training Network and other 
business networks within the region.  
BusNet, a spinoff network from BoonGroup, initially started as a consortium of 
small businesses bidding for a large regional project, this model had proved 
extremely successful and similar initiatives were ongoing. Additionally it had been 
instrumental in the formation of many small business industry-focused projects that 
had improved the viability of those industries. Many respondents praised the 
BusNet’s input into the economic viability of SMEs in Boonaburra.  
There was a plethora of Local, State and Federal government, industry and business 
based programs specifically targeting SMEs which resulted in considerable 
duplication of effort. Several informants identified a situation had emerged that was 
marked by a lack of cohesion and considerable frustration by governments, private 
providers and even the SMEs themselves. SMEs, especially small businesses, failed 
to take advantage of the opportunities provided. The difficulty in attracting SMEs 
was described by one informant (with other informants making similar comments). If 
an organisation wanted 100 small business operators to attend a function it was 
necessary to send out a hundreds of invitations by post and then follow these up with 
phone calls to ensure commitment, otherwise the numbers would be extremely low.  
Having identified a large number of networks geared towards SMEs in Boonaburra 
in the next section, I will outline the value SMEs were achieving from knowledge 
sharing in their business networks. 
Knowledge Sharing in Networks  
There was a perception amongst informants that medium sized businesses were more 
involved in clusters and formal networking than the small businesses. They asserted 
that small businesses naturally formed informal networks based on reliability and 
trust, these were much more fluid and as they grew and dissipated more business was 
achievable from them. Examples of such networks in Boonaburra were in computing 
industry, sound industry, and building trades. In fact, networking was vital for small 
business as it enabled them to benchmark themselves against others and to seek 
advice that they would be unwilling, or unable to obtain from professionals.  
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BoonGroup’s monthly forums were the most cited example of a successful informal 
network. Informants expressed that small businesses frequently felt disenfranchised 
with Boonaburra and BoonGroup’s forums provided them with the opportunity to 
express their opinions. BoonGroup ordered and responded to those queries by 
providing answers, lobbying governments and other instrumentalities on their behalf. 
The other benefit was the considerable potential for networking with others where 
they were able to gather information and contacts. One regional informant had noted 
the there was considerable turnover in membership where new (young) SMEs came 
along and joined in BoonGroup forums for a short time, and then ceased to be 
involved. This informant saw this as positive as can be observed in this statement: 
„BoonGroup gets what I call churn, we get a fair bit of churn. We find 
some businesses join us and then they disappear or they step back. There 
are new ones that keep turning up, and being established as members all 
the time, and we see this, this energetic pattern.‟ 
Another network perceived to be providing value was BusNet’s monthly forums. 
Several informants considered these forums smaller size made them more effective 
in the business opportunities offered than BoonGroup’s forums. These informants 
maintained that those attending BoonGroup’s forums were inclined to speak with the 
same few people thus limiting networking possibilities; stating that the noticeable 
turnover in newer SMEs at these forums was an indicator that they were not meeting 
expectations.  
Informants asserted that the value SMEs obtained from informal business networks 
was significant for those who understood and used them well. There was a lot of 
untapped potential in small businesses and networks provided a means of accessing 
that value. Informants thought that the objective of networking should be to build a 
mutually beneficial relationship and trust played a vital role in achieving that value. 
One informant summarised this with the following comment: 
„I think one of the main ways in which people obtain work and do business 
is by networking in this region. Many of these people obtain their work by 
word-of-mouth by referral that‟s all down to networking. Creating a 
reputation with someone, then enjoying, or being so convinced that what 
you do is good, and that they will refer you to somebody to you.‟ 
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Informants asserted one of the key reasons SMEs were involved in informal business 
networks was the value they obtained from knowledge sharing especially about 
managing their businesses. An example cited by one informant typified this: 
Boonaburra announced the finalists of an industry award, the other competitors 
rushed to the finalists businesses to see how and what they could learn from them. 
Differing outcomes were achieved by SMEs who recognized the value of networking 
and those who did not.  
Informants thought that the greatest value knowledge sharing in networks provided 
was innovation, which was created by the high growth entrepreneurial businesses. 
These used informal networks to keep up-to-date, benchmark their businesses, 
understand customer expectations, and stay at the leading edge and prosper. 
Informants differentiated between these entrepreneurs and the majority of small 
businesses, who they perceived did not recognise or understand the value of 
networking and did not want to become involved. They did not think strategically, 
focussed on their daily activities, were so concerned about staying ahead of 
competitors they were unwilling to share knowledge, and were in fact not interested 
in growing. 
A potentially significant observation was made by a large provider of services to 
SMEs market. This was that in the last 10 years there has been a change in the 
conduct of interpersonal networks within Boonaburra. The demand for and need to 
interchange ideas through localised professional meetings had diminished, the reason 
was the Web provided the ability to access and meet needs through online contacts 
Australia-wide. The face-to-face networking that occurred in Boonaburra involved 
cross industry contacts, as this was where the greatest value was achievable locally.  
Having established that networks are providing those who recognise it considerable 
value, and the change that has occurred because of the Web I will now outline the 
informants’ views on the availability and use of the Web by Boonaburra’s SMEs. 
Regional ICT Infrastructure  
The telecommunications infrastructure in Boonaburra was equivalent to the two 
largest capital cities in Australia. Informants drew my attention to a survey 
conducted in early 2000s. This revealed that Boonaburra was the worst region in the 
State in terms of taking up opportunities the Web offered, such as e-commerce and  
CHAPTER 6 – CASE STUDY 2 – BOONABURRA 
131 
e-business. Another survey found that only a quarter of people in the region were 
actually using the Web for learning or business. Informants were concerned that such 
lack of online involvement would result in Boonaburra being left behind in the 
globalised knowledge economy where use of ICT and the Web was rapidly 
becoming a necessity to remain viable; as one informant commented:  
„A regional telecommunications study conducted recently shows that we 
are probably the worst in terms of take up of Web in the State. SMEs don‟t 
need it, so they don‟t use it, and some don‟t trust it. And, that‟s a real 
concern. We have got to get them thinking about the value of the Web, and 
ecommerce in business.‟ 
The impact of this myopic view of most SMEs was having an adverse impact on 
Boonaburra’s export potential. Informants maintained that unwillingness to use the 
Web arose because they did not trust it. Many SMEs were so intimidated by scare 
campaigns about the Web they were removing links to their websites. This was 
observable in BoonGroup which posted all correspondence to members, because less 
than half of them had email addresses. This practice was common with government 
and other organisations as well. In fact, informants asserted that most SMEs made 
limited use of ICT in their businesses. SMEs did not see the value of it, thought it 
was an unnecessary cost, and were worried about losing control of their business by 
going online, especially as this required a different form of management and they 
were neither confident nor interested in doing so.  
Informants expressed that the reasons for this could be associated Boonaburra’s close 
proximity to a capital city, and the fact that it was a ‘20 minute city’ in that it took a 
maximum of 20 minutes to get from any business site to another in Boonaburra, thus 
SMEs could not see any advantaged in becoming involved unless they wanted to 
expand operations nationally or internationally. There were however, a small number 
of entrepreneurial SMEs actively using the Web for business operations and these 
were benefiting greatly from this strategy. 
Most large organisations and government authorities had informational websites, and 
there was an online Boonaburra Directory designed as a local business contact point 
run by the local paper. A few industry-based networks were conducting business via 
the Web to expand operations beyond the region. For example, the Textile Network 
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provided a business-to-business portal for its members, mostly SMEs, to conduct 
business across Australia. Similarly, the Tourism Network had a website where some 
of its members were conducting a large proportion of their business; however, the 
majority only used the portal for achieving contact with clients and reverted to the 
telephone for actual booking transactions.  
„I agree with [local identity] we are sunk unless we tap into our export 
potential and to do this requires two things: you need to be Web savvy, and 
you must have IT.‟ 
I have illustrated that the majority of SMEs were making limited use of the Web and 
knowledge sharing in Boonaburra. The question becomes what is the potential for 
extending the value of knowledge sharing by going online, I will now discuss the 
informants’ perceptions on this issue. 
Enhancing Value of Knowledge Sharing via Online Networks 
Informants asserted that the biggest source of value the Web provided SMEs was 
accessing the wealth of information it offered and this had replaced paper-based 
searching. Online networking was less important but was beneficial in obtaining the 
required information efficiently. The Web enabled SMEs to access information far 
more easily as they were able to be better informed, to locate markets and staff more 
easily and to be provided with knowledge enabling them to negotiate more capably 
in business. The amount of knowledge obtained, however, was vast and often only a 
small amount was useful. This is where online interaction with others was useful for 
SMEs, they provided each other with useful cross-reference information and 
knowledge on customising of sources, and these were prioritised for easy access. By 
this process informants believed that the online interaction had significant potential 
to significantly improve and extend the ‘tribal village’ of Boonaburra. One informant 
highlighted these issues by saying: 
„The Web provides far greater ability to share information than previously. 
The little village concept, there are groups of people who tend to 
correspond and pass stuff on, there is a bit of a tribal village in that.‟  
The BusNet was in the process of creating a web-based site for a Newcomers 
network. It anticipated that this would provide potential new businesses, especially 
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SMEs, a mechanism for creating access to service providers, and create networking 
opportunities for both. The rationale was that the real benefit of the Web for SMEs in 
Boonaburra was to channel new SMEs to existing SMEs thus creating a multiplier 
effect of businesses providing services to new businesses. 
Several informants were convinced that there was a significant generational issue 
associated with the use of ICT and the Web. They perceived that the younger 
generation were proactively using such sources and obtaining benefits from such 
interactions. Consequently, they thought that the Web would become the norm for 
business interactions in the future. As one younger informant stated: 
„A lot of businesses don‟t know there is scope for a greater take up of 
technology. My generation have grown up with it [the Web] but the 
generation earlier than me are still coming to terms with it, and possibly 
wouldn‟t know how to turn a computer on.‟  
The key themes that emerged from the regional informant interviews are listed in 
Table 6-1. Boonaburra was revealed as a conservative region with very strong regional 
loyalty which was a hurdle for new businesses. It had a plethora of government 
agencies and other organisations, industry and other networks all seeking to assist 
SMEs who were the key employer and creator of economic growth. Agencies found 
SMEs difficult to access and assist. BoonGroup was the key lobby group for SMEs, 
its monthly forums provided SMEs valuable knowledge sharing through informal 
networking, however, there was a noticeable turnover in new members. Most SMEs 
were not interested in networking or using the Web, there were, however, a few 
entrepreneurs that were taking advantage of both. The region had excellent 
infrastructure but the Web was largely unused by SMEs and there was concern this 
would hold up Boonaburra’s economic growth. Those SMEs using the Web were 
only seeking information, what little online sharing related to establishing links to 
source of information.  
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Key Themes Stage One – Regional Informants n=14 
SMEs characteristics 
85% micros, key employers and instrumental to region’s economy, three types, 
majority not interested in growing, a few entrepreneurs who were taking advantage 
of opportunities 
Regional enablers 
All levels of government, industry networks and business networks trying to assist, 
but duplication and lack of cohesion. Find SMEs difficult to work with. Regional 
loyalty a problem for newcomers 
Networks  Plethora of networks, most business conducted in informal business networks 
Regional network  
BoonGroup major network for SMEs, lobbying, giving them a voice, providing a 
forum for networking. BusNet also significant. 
Knowledge sharing in networks  
Providing considerable benefits to SMEs who use it (entrepreneurs) majority not 
interested, worried that by sharing they will lose their competitive advantage 
Regional ICT infrastructure  There was excellent ICT infrastructure SMEs were not using it 
Regional Network ICT BoonGroup has a website but is not using it to connect with members  
Online knowledge sharing  
SMEs preferred informal face-to-face knowledge sharing. Is used to share links 
between others to enable more efficient searching online. 
Table 6-1  Key themes raised by regional informants 
STAGE 2 – SME TELEPHONE RESPONDENTS 
Survey ‘respondents’ in Stage 2 telephone interviews were all members of 
BoonGroup whose firm had less than 50 employees. Two hundred of these were 
approached  the survey process was stopped when 106 interviews had been 
completed, a response rate of 53%.  
The purpose of the Stage 2 telephone interviews was to obtain SME owners views on 
the value obtained from online networking. I asked these SME respondents the same 
questions as were asked of the Stage 2 participants in Camrooka. This sought to 
identify characteristics of SMEs, their networking involvement, how they used the 
Web and online knowledge sharing. The resulting data was used to obtain the status 
quo of the region and its SMEs and provide me with the opportunity of identifying 
themes that needed further exploration in the third stage. 
In this section I provide a descriptive overview of factors that emerged which 
provide insights into Boonaburra and its SMEs. Detailed analysis from the telephone 
interview data from both Camrooka and Boonaburra is provided in Chapter 7 – 
Combined Case.  
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SME Business Characteristics  
I questioned respondents about various aspects of their business including their 
industry focus, employee numbers, where they conducted their business, their growth 
projection for the next two years and whether they had a business plan. 
The regional informants stated that newer members of BoonGroup were not 
remaining in the network because the more established members were forming into 
cliques at the monthly forums, and this was a barrier for newer members. This was 
reflected in the age of the businesses where more than half (52%) had been in 
business more than ten years, and less than a third (28%) were five years old or less. 
This was compounded by a comment from a newer respondent who indicated that 
they found the network unwelcoming: 
 „[BoonGroup] is a bit like a „boys club‟ and it is a bit intimidating‟  
Employee Numbers n % 
1-5 49 46 
6-10 24 23 
11-15 15 14 
>15 18 17 
Total 106 100 
Table 6-2  Employee numbers 
Consistent with the regional informants’ perception, nearly half had five employees 
or fewer. Table 6-2 shows the size of respondents’ businesses in number of 
employees and percentage of respondents.  
Table 6-3 shows the distribution of respondents by industry group based on ANZSIC 
industry codes. Notable is the large proportion of SMEs in various service industry 
categories (67%), and most of these were in Property and Business Services. This 
indicates that this sample was not necessarily indicative of SMEs in Boonaburra. The 
reason there were so few manufacturing industries possibly could be explained by 
active Manufacturing Council and the Training Network’s coordination between 
large organizations and their SMEs subcontractors.  
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 Industry n % 
Property & Business Services 30 28 
Manufacturing 17 16 
Retail 12 11 
Construction 11 10 
Culture & Recreation Services 7 7 
Finance & Insurance 5 5 
Wholesale 4 4 
Personal & Other Services 4 4 
Accommodation, Cafes & Restaurants 3 3 
Transport 3 3 
Telecommunications Services 3 3 
Education 3 3 
Health & Community Services 3 3 
Agriculture 1 1 
Total 106 100 
Table 6-3  Industry category
3
 
Respondents were asked whether they had a formal business plan for the next two 
years. I specified that this was a written document capable of being shared with other 
staff in the business. Most respondents did have a plan which contradicted the 
regional informants’ view that the majority of SMEs did not undertake formal 
business planning. This was fairly consistent regardless of how many years in 
business, the newer SMEs were only slightly more likely to have a plan than the 
more established, refer Table 6-4.  
 
  
Years Category 
 
Total 
 1-5 6-10 >10  
Business Plan Yes 18 10 31 59 = 56% 
 
No 
 
12 11 24 47= 44% 
Total 
 
30 = 28% 21 = 20% 55 = 52% 106 = 100% 
Table 6-4  Business plan by years in business 
                                                 
3 Source: The Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification 
(ANZSIC) 
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Consistent with the perception that Boonaburra was growing steadily nearly two 
thirds of respondents (61%) anticipated they would grow steadily and a fifth (20%) 
anticipated rapid growth. Perhaps because of the large number of more experienced 
businesses an equal number (19%) anticipated no growth.  
I asked respondents to indicate to indicate the percentage of their business they were 
conducting in Boonaburra, the State, nationally and internationally. The respondents 
gloom about the future of Boonaburra unless SMEs became involved in operating 
globally appeared to be well founded from the SMEs responses in this survey. Only 
three of the 106 SMEs were conducting more than 60 % of their business 
internationally. SMEs were focusing their business operations almost exclusively 
within Boonaburra, in fact 57 of the 106 SMEs were conducting 75 % or more than 
of their business within the region.  
Boonaburra’s SMEs were predominately more established businesses that were very 
small in property and business services that were primarily operating within the 
region. Most were planning for and had a positive outlook about their future. Having 
established a profile of BoonGroup’s SMEs I will now describe their networking 
activities. 
Networking 
Respondents were asked how actively they were involved in BoonGroup and how 
willing they were to share knowledge with other members. They were asked to name 
any other networks they were involved in and to identify the types of information 
they were obtaining from networks within Boonaburra. 
Although the regional informants described the active role that BoonGroup played in 
creating value for Boonaburra’s SMEs, this was not the view of the majority of 
SMEs I surveyed. Only a fifth (21%) indicated that they were actively involved in 
BoonGroup, with another half (50%) occasionally involved, and almost a third (29%) 
inactive. A number of negative comments were made about BoonGroup, indicating 
that it was out of touch with their needs, and was concentrating on issues relating to 
regional governance instead of promoting its SMEs members. Consequently, many 
thought BoonGroup was failing to identify the many opportunities that should be 
available for them from within the region. A respondent clearly expressed this 
feeling in the following comment: 
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„They [BoonGroup] don‟t promote any Boonaburra businesses and most 
of the industry goes out of the region, they are too involved in political 
issues.‟ 
In trying to establish other explanations for lack of involvement, I examined the 
influence of ‘years in business’ which might provide some insights into why there 
was such a lack of activity in BoonGroup. This analysis revealed that those SMEs 
who had been in business more than 10 years were more active, and were the largest 
number (55%) of active SMEs (Table 6-5).  
 
  
Years Category Total 
1-5 6-10 >10  
Network 
Activity 
Active 
 
Count 7 3 12 22 = 21% 
% within Network Activity 32 14 55 100% 
Occasional 
 
Count 18 11 24 53 = 50% 
% within Network Activity 34 21 45 100% 
Inactive 
 
Count 5 7 19 31 = 29% 
% within Network Activity 16 23 61 100% 
 
Total 
Count 30 21 55 106=100% 
% within Network Activity 28 20 52 100% 
Table 6-5  Network involvement by years in business 
Additionally, more SMEs who had been in business for more than 10 years, indicated 
that they had occasional involvement (45%) in BoonGroup. The newer businesses, 
those who had been in business 5 years or less represented a far smaller proportion of 
those active (32%) in BoonGroup, refer Table 6-5. This trend appeared to support the 
earlier respondent comment about BoonGroup being an ‘old boys’ network’. Unless 
BoonGroup reversed this trend there was the potential for the network to stagnate 
rather than be a vibrant network that embraced new ideas and newcomers. 
The low participation in BoonGroup by these SME respondents was also observable 
in their low involvement in other networks. Just over a quarter (27%) said they had 
no other network involvement, another 19% had one additional network and 31% 
had two. There was little coherence amongst these additional networks with a 
plethora of different ones cited, in fact, 14 additional networks were named by at 
least two respondents, with many networks identified by just one respondent. 
Because there were so many different networks cited I grouped these networks 
according to their function, as listed in Table 6-6.  
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Network Category n % 
Commerce 42 24% 
Social 14 8% 
Community 21 12% 
Industry 41 24% 
Professional 23 13% 
Sport 14 8% 
Informal 8 5% 
Government 9 5% 
Total 172 100% 
Table 6-6  Other network categories 
The most frequently occurring type of additional network was Commerce networks 
with nearly a quarter of respondents naming a network of this type. These networks 
have provided similar functions to those that supplied by BoonGroup. Another type 
of network cited by nearly a quarter of the respondents was those that related to the 
Industry in which the respondent operated, possibly reflecting the development of 
networks in the Manufacturing and Tourism industries.  
I attempted to identify the overall networking activity in the region by asking these 
Boonaburra SMEs to indicate the level of benefits the networks in Boonaburra 
provided. The largest proportion (48%) maintained they were only receiving some 
benefit from their network involvement, with a lesser number (30%) stating that they 
were achieving significant benefits from their network involvement. A high number 
of respondents nearly a quarter (23%) maintained that they were obtaining no 
benefits at all from their involvement in Boonaburra networks. These figures appear 
to confirm the regional informants’ view that the majority of SMEs did not 
understand the value that networks provided and were too busy to be involved. 
However, there were indications that the entrepreneurial SMEs recognised the value 
of networking and were proactively using these networks to enhance their business 
potential. This view was epitomised by the following comment from an apparently 
entrepreneurial SME: 
„Networking in Boonaburra is integral, it‟s all about contacts‟  
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I asked respondents to identify from a list the types of information they obtained 
from their networks. The majority of these respondents regularly used only two of 
the five types of information on the list. These were ‘basic business information’ and 
‘identifying new opportunities’. I defined ‘Basic business information’ as the 
information required for conducting the daily operations of a firm. Almost two thirds 
(61%) of SMEs were using networks for this purpose, and slightly fewer (57%) were 
using their networks to ‘identify new business opportunities’. Very few were using 
their networks to obtain information about ‘customers’, suppliers’, and 
‘benchmarking or best practice’. These figures were somewhat surprising as they 
conflicted with the literature, which asserted that networks were the major source 
information for SMEs. It would appear that the telephone respondents’ failure to use 
networks to source information indicated that they were getting this information from 
other sources.  
Taken at face value these BoonGroup members did not appear to be taking full 
advantage of the opportunities that one would normally expect from networking 
involvement. In these short telephone interviews I could not explore why this was 
occurring, however, it identified an area that needed to be explored in detail in the 
SME in-depth interviews in Stage 3. Their views on networking and the value that 
they were achieving from it were consistent with those of the regional informants, 
that only a limited number of SMEs were taking advantage of the opportunities that 
networking offered. These findings appeared to indicate that in this networking 
environment the viability for the establishment of CoEs was limited within 
BoonGroup. Difficulties with networking in Boonaburra were indicated in the 
following respondent statement: 
„Boonaburra is a pretty hard place to do business, it is not liberal thinking, 
it is a closed shop as far as networking and is run as a big “old boys” 
network‟. 
In the following section I will discuss the how these SMEs were using the Web.  
Web Use 
Contrary to the depiction of Boonaburra SMEs as not involved with the Web by the 
regional informants almost all (97%) of SMEs owners stated that they regularly use 
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the Web in their business operations, and were regular communicating via email 
(96%). Several comments by respondents aptly illustrate this: 
„We would die without the Web‟.  
„We live on the Web, it‟s our life‟. 
„No business can survive without the Web‟. 
The Web was their major means for obtaining information. Almost three quarters 
(73%) use it to investigate their competitors and industry sources. The Web was 
preferred to networks for obtaining basic business information (63%) and for 
identifying new opportunities (61%). Over half (58%) of these SMEs were accessing 
government information online. They regularly used the Web to obtain information 
about customers (60%) and suppliers (69%). These figures indicated that the Web 
was important to SMEs for obtaining business information and was more important 
than networks as an information source. It also indicated that they were comfortable 
with its use, and recognised the value it offered them.  
These SMEs had fairly well developed ICT capability, not only were they obtaining 
the majority of their information from the Web, a large number (80%), said that they 
had a website, and the majority of these (76%) provided detailed information on their 
website. Very few respondents, however, indicated that they were using these 
websites for eBusiness type activities, with less than a third (31%) enabling 
customers to conduct transactions online. Respondents made less frequent use of 
Web applications, under half (46%) used EFTPOS, fewer (38%) used EDI and VOIP 
was only just beginning to be used. 
Although these telephone respondents were actively using the Web this was not 
extending beyond searching for and providing static information. My research was 
seeking to understand the use of the Web for knowledge sharing and it would appear 
that an emerging application VOIP might provide a quick and easy mechanism for 
Web enabled communication for SMEs. Those who were using it were very adamant 
about its value to them, both in its ability to provide ready access to those they were 
dealing with interstate and internationally.  
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Knowledge Sharing 
The final aspect covered in this discussion of the ten-minute telephone interviews 
was to investigate the degree to which SMEs were willing to share knowledge within 
their networks and also how this varied when the knowledge sharing occurred via the 
Web.  
Earlier I identified that these SME respondents were only obtaining a limited amount 
of information from their networking. Contradictory findings emerged, however, 
when discussing their willingness to share knowledge within the BoonGroup 
network, more that a half (53%) maintained they were usually willing to share with 
others. A relatively high number (14%) indicated that they were unwilling to share 
any knowledge at all with other BoonGroup members. The remaining members 
indicated that such knowledge sharing would only occur occasionally and this would 
depend on the person with whom they were sharing.  
SMEs active use of the Web coupled with their expressed ability to obtain most of 
their information from the Web did not translate to a willingness to share information 
online. Only slightly more than a third (37%) indicated that they were willing to 
share information on the Web, and a just over a quarter (27%) stated that this sharing 
depended on the person and would only occur occasionally. Another third (36%) 
indicated that they were not willing to share information at all via the Web. These 
telephone interviews had not explored why this was so and I identified this as 
requiring further exploration in the next stage the SME in-depth interviews.  
The picture that emerged from the telephone survey respondents indicated that SMEs 
in BoonGroup had low network involvement overall, and were unwilling to share 
knowledge, thus there was little likelihood of CoEs emerging. Although SMEs are 
making active use of the Web, the low level of willingness share in networks, and a 
much lower willingness to share online, indicates that the potential for incorporation 
of VCoEs in BoonGroup is very limited, Table 6-7 for details. My aim was to 
establish how SMEs perceived the value they obtained from their online knowledge 
sharing. In order to explore the issues raised in the SMEs telephone surveys and 
those that emerged from the regional informant interviews, it was necessary to 
conduct extended interviews with a targeted selection of the telephone respondents. 
In the next section I will report these findings.  
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Key Themes Stage 1 – Regional Informants n=14 Stage 2 – Telephone Respondents n=106 
SMEs characteristics 
85% micros, key employers and instrumental to 
region’s economy, three types, majority not 
interested in growing, a few entrepreneurs who 
were taking advantage of opportunities 
Predominantly very small, in property and 
business service industries, businesses 
more established, are planning for the future, 
and will grow, majority of business 
conducted in region, almost none 
internationally 
Regional enablers 
All levels of government, industry networks and 
business networks trying to assist, but 
duplication and lack of cohesion. Find SMEs 
difficult to work with. Regional loyalty a problem 
for newcomers 
None mentioned  
Networks  
Plethora of networks, most business conducted 
in informal business networks 
Very limited additional networks 
Regional network  
BoonGroup major network for SMEs, lobbying, 
giving them a voice, providing a forum for 
networking. BusNet also significant. 
Very few actively involved in BoonGroup, 
established SMEs shutting newer ones out 
at forums, think it is too focussed on regional 
matters and not them 
Knowledge sharing in 
networks  
Providing considerable benefits to SMEs who 
use it (entrepreneurs) majority not interested, 
worried that by sharing they will lose their 
competitive advantage 
Half willing to share in networks but a 
relatively high number 14% not willing to 
share at all 
Regional ICT 
infrastructure  
There was excellent ICT infrastructure SMEs 
were not using it 
Actively using the web for accessing 
information and using email 
Regional Network ICT 
BoonGroup has a website but is not using it to 
connect with members  
No mention of network website 
Online knowledge sharing  
SMEs preferred informal face-to-face 
knowledge sharing. Is used to share links 
between others to enable more efficient 
searching online. 
Far less willing to share online  
Table 6-7  Key themes raised by SME telephone interview respondents 
STAGE THREE – SME OWNER PARTICIPANTS 
In the third stage I conducted extended interviews with seven members of 
BoonGroup. My aim was to obtain SME owners views on their business strategies, 
the value achievable from networks, and ICT enabled networks. It was important that 
those selected for the interviews were conversant with and understood the value 
networking could provide. Consequently these SME ‘participants’ were selected 
because they were active in BoonGroup and were obtaining considerable benefits 
from that involvement. Semi-structured interviews with seven SMEs of the eight 
potential participants were successfully completed, one participant was not 
contactable and was most probably no longer in business.  
The interviews findings were probably influenced by the fact that only one of the 
participants was young, and three of the remaining six were in the process of 
lessening involvement in their business in preparation for retirement. This was 
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consistent with the finding in the telephone interviews that a much lower proportion 
of relatively newer SMEs were actively involved in BoonGroup. It was also 
indicative that BoonGroup was an ageing group that would not engage with its newer 
members.  
Strategic Issues 
This section describes the views of SMEs strategic positioning. I explored with 
participants how they differentiated themselves in Boonaburra, how they 
implemented their strategy, and what they anticipated to achieve from that strategic 
approach. Two strategic approaches predominated, these were differentiation and 
customer service. Nearly all saw differentiation as crucial and achieved this in a 
variety of ways, for example addressing a niche in the market, by concentrating on a 
certain demographic such as income level or location. Others differentiated through 
the way that they delivered their product or service, one SME conducted business 
solely through the web, another, was the only business in the region that provided 
service with a particular type of product, and one achieved differentiation through 
reputation which had been built up over the years.  
Customer service was the factor enabling them to maximise their differentiation and 
consolidate their customer base by developing customer loyalty. Excellent staff and 
quality products or services were particularly important, however, a variety of other 
means were also used: providing quick service, providing free products and 
discounts with purchases, customisation of the product or service, and ensuring 
customer convenience. There was a perception that the standard of customer service 
in the region was low and providing it gave the business a significant advantage. A 
participant’s comment illustrated this: 
„Customer service, again a lot in my industry do not provide service in 
Boonaburra, their attitude is, “this is the way grandad did it and so it is 
the way we do it now”. You go to buy something and you will be greeted 
with “What do you want?” and when you tell them they will say “Yeah, 
come back next week, it will be $44”. 
Differentiation and customer focus were visible in the targeted marketing that most 
undertook. Several were using the Web as a major source of targeting their 
customers, for example one was sending emails to a targeted segment of their 
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customers each evening, and was providing a regular newsletter to keep customers 
up-to-date with developments in the industry. 
Positioning was also important and this could relate to location when ‘walk in’ 
customers were significant such as in the retail industry. Alternatively, some 
positioned themselves through availability. This was especially important when 
using the Web as a means of conducting business. One entrepreneurial SME who 
concentrated on business people rather than private individuals as customers, had 
found that conducting business on the Web was an advantage as it enabled small 
businesses, such as trades people, to conduct their business transactions late in the 
evening and on weekends. Having such a web facility meant that he accessed 
business people who would have neither the time, nor inclination, to come to the 
premises to conduct business during business hours.  
These participants appeared to be proactive in their strategic approach. They clearly 
understood how they were achieving value and what needed to doing to achieve this. 
Given there were such a few, these attitudes were consistent with the entrepreneurs 
that the regional informants described. 
Regional Value  
I asked the respondents to indicate what set Boonaburra apart in terms of creating 
value, and what value they had achieved from being located in the region. In my 
introductory section to this chapter I noted that Boonaburra had very strong bonding 
evidenced by strong loyalty to local firms. This was very evident in extended 
interview participants, those accepted into the region benefitted from it, illustrated in 
the comment below: 
„That is the thing about Boonaburra! Boonaburra people like to help 
Boonaburra businesses. The generosity of people in business in 
Boonaburra can sometimes be really great! 
Conversely, those SMEs who were relatively new to Boonaburra found it far more 
difficult to become established. A common comment was that they thought when 
they came to Boonaburra they would be doing a great deal of business in the region, 
but this had not transpired. Instead, many had established business outside the region 
to ‘keep their business going’ until accepted by those within Boonaburra. The result 
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was that Boonaburra might well miss out on opportunities for expansion, given that 
there was high unemployment in the region, and SMEs were an excellent source of 
jobs. One SME who was operating nationally and internationally but was still finding 
it difficult to conduct business within the region illustrated the impact this culture 
was having on business: 
„When I started the business I thought I would be selling more into 
Boonaburra than what I am. But, I think customer loyalty is hard to 
overcome. Customer loyalty I „spose is fairly high, people have been 
buying off the local business for years, and they go back there. They do 
this even though they get average service and average quality, and it takes 
something bad to happen before they will look for another supplier. So 
now my prime market is south east Queensland and Western Australia.‟ 
SMEs location in Boonaburra was not related with business opportunities rather 
personal, lifestyle and family reasons drove this choice. The factors influencing 
establishing a business in Boonaburra were a slower pace of living than in the city, 
great beaches and other attractions, and close proximity to the capital city. The 
majority of these extended interview SME owners were quite negative about the 
value that Boonaburra provided, stating that it provided no value to their business. 
Several maintained they would have been better off situating their business 
elsewhere. This was epitomised by one participant when asked to explain what set 
Boonaburra apart in terms of creating value, the response was „You‟re joking!‟.  
The trend for governments and large organisations to consolidate their purchasing 
was adversely affecting SMEs in Boonaburra. Previously, large entities located in the 
region had ordered their products and services from SMEs, however, this had 
changed instead they were ordering centrally from nationally. The impact had been 
many SMEs had gone out of business or were struggling to remain viable. This was 
impacting on a participant who had been operating in the region for 30 years who 
was concerned that the business would become unviable through its inability to 
attract and retain the large corporation accounts. This SME had one range of 
products and this was inadequate, and had become sub-supplier for a national 
providers. A situation was emerging where the large organisational entities were 
getting a poorer service and quality as indicated in this participant’s comment: 
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„We get all the small companies work, but if there is anything large such 
as in the [large manufacturers] in Boonaburra, this is all serviced by 
[National Provider]. All [National Provider] does is keep adding products 
onto its range, with no expertise as these [large organisational entities] 
like a one supplier situation. [National Provider] as big as it is, buys stuff 
from us and we send it all over Australia for them! It is crazy! The effect is 
it lessens our exposure to these large manufacturers. But it is not a very 
smart exercise by the Boards in the [large organisational entities] because 
they are getting stitched up big time!‟  
It became apparent that this approach was not achieving anticipated benefits and 
another regional structure was required capable of facilitating its SMEs to create 
value for themselves and their region. In Chapter 2, I indicated how SMEs had 
achieved value by coordinating themselves into socio-economic networks. Prior to 
this value creation being possible, it is necessary to establish a shared understanding 
of the regional context that integrates its networks. In the next section, I will describe 
the potential that existed within the networks in Boonaburra for this to occur.  
Networks and Social Capital  
The in-depth interview participants said they were active in BoonGroup and were 
achieving benefit from that involvement. I explored the types of value BoonGroup 
was providing and how this was achieved. It also asked whether there were any other 
sources of networking providing value.  
It was not surprising to find that these SMEs had a positive view of BoonGroup’s 
networking opportunities given the selection criteria for the interviews. Participants 
perceived that the major advantage of BoonGroup membership was networking 
itself, achieved through involvement in the monthly forums. A couple of participants 
identified that the organisation of these networking opportunities had recently 
improved, and although they appreciated this, it was clear that other participants felt 
there was still room for further improvement. These wanted BoonGroup to establish 
strategies to get people communicating with a wide variety of people, not just the 
same few to at forums, and also to encourage members to use each other’s products 
and services. Given my earlier comments on the difficulties of regional loyalty in 
Boonaburra, if BoonGroup does this it would greatly enhance the value SMEs 
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achieve from their involvement in BoonGroup. A participant illustrated the effects of 
such changes by saying: 
„The networking is starting to work. Well, I think the forums could be 
utilised very well if BoonGroup were to really push the fact, that people 
deal locally, deal with BoonGroup members. If they could reiterate that, 
every time at forums, and then introduce people to each other as they come 
in. Because people stand around together, or tend to go to the same people 
all the time. If they were to say this week you have a green tag and you 
need to go and find everybody with the green tag and talk to them‟.  
Members appreciated the timing and way the forums were run. These occurred at the 
same time after business hours and allowed plenty of time before and after the formal 
proceedings for members to interact. It was common for members deeply engrossed 
in discussion to move onto a local restaurant after the forum to extend their 
negotiations. As one participant commented: 
„Look on more than one occasion, after the forums we‟ve been there 
talking to people and BoonGroup is trying to wind it up because we have 
been having an in-depth conversation. And we have said, “Look, let‟s get a 
pizza or a bowl of spaghetti or something” and we have gone off to a 
cheap eat and sat down, and we have kept going for another two hours!‟  
One participant, who found this style of forums extremely valuable, expressed dislike 
of the BusNet mealtime forum format as this only provided a brief time for 
networking prior to the meal. During the meal a speaker addressed them and 
therefore interaction was limited, and then after the meal people rushed back to work.  
Two participants who were relative newcomers to Boonaburra firmly believed that 
becoming a member of BoonGroup was the best way of achieving acceptance into its 
business culture. One had tried other groups and was convinced that BoonGroup was 
superior. The attendance at forums introduced the participant to others in the region 
and helped make contacts. Several attested that once they were known members of 
BoonGroup, others would purchase goods and services from them. This may explain 
the ‘churn’ of members referred to by a regional informant, if newcomers were using 
BoonGroup membership as a mechanism for becoming accepted into Boonaburra’s 
business culture and once they felt that this had been achieved they moved on. 
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Alternatively, they may have been disappointed at the lack of acceptance, and 
stopped being involved. 
BoonGroup provided a pleasant way to keep up to date with what was happening in 
business in Boonaburra and they became privy to upcoming business opportunities. 
It also enabled them to find out from other members what was happening in their 
area of expertise, discuss with others how they were going, who was around, and 
what others were doing. By interacting in this way provided SMEs were provide the 
opportunity to reflect on their own business, as indicated in this participant comment: 
„I think when you go into business for yourself, you don't know where you 
were going, you've got an idea, and you have got a fire in your belly! You 
want to succeed, you want to make money, you want to have access to 
money that you never thought you would have, you would never have had 
as an employee.‟ 
BoonGroup provided members the opportunity to develop strong relationships that 
were otherwise difficult to achieve. Members were supportive of each other because 
they knew how hard it was as a small business, and were eager to assist others so that 
they avoided problems that they had encountered. A participant’s comment 
illustrated this: 
„I think it is because we are all in the same boat and, we have been there 
and done that, and don‟t want to see other people making the same 
mistakes.‟ 
Although participants thought that BoonGroup’s staunch committee held it together 
as a network and it generally did a good job, it became obvious that the smaller 
particularly non-professional members of the network felt excluded from 
involvement. A common sentiment frequently expressed, and this came out in the 
telephone survey as well, was that BoonGroup was focussing too much on large 
organisational members and was starting to lose touch with its SME members who 
were consequently feeling disillusioned with it, this was reiterated in the in-depth 
interviews and was aptly expressed in the following participant comment: 
„Look at the board, you never seem to get an also-and on it! Someone like 
from our business [wholesale] being invited onto it. The accountants and 
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solicitors, and the high-profile people tend to get in, and when you look at 
those sorts of people now, the [local identity] who is on every committee 
and board of directors in Boonaburra.‟  
The few participants who met the interview criteria indicated that it was necessary 
for BoonGroup to be far more proactive in assisting its SME members to achieve 
their ambitions. Until a larger number of SMEs are actively involved and achieving 
benefits from their network the likelihood of communities of enterprise (CoEs) 
forming is extremely remote. This was compounded by the fact that the majority of 
participants perceived that there was no mentoring occurring within BoonGroup and 
this is a defining characteristic of CoPs on which CoEs have been based.  
Channel Choice 
It was important in assessing the value of online interaction using VCoEs that the 
most appropriate tools for networking online were established. I therefore asked 
participants about communication channels that had been used most frequently in the 
large organisational context: email, online forums and expertise databases. The 
discussion below includes additional insights on face-to-face interaction and the role 
of BoonGroup’s website that emerged during these interviews, coupled with data 
from the telephone interviews that provide richness and depth.  
All participants indicated they preferred face-to-face interaction especially when 
seeking advice. It enabled them to better assess people by observing their body 
language and thus assess whether they could be trusted as epitomised by this 
comment: 
„If they contact me and ask to discuss something with me, I say “Look I am 
happy to talk with you come up and see me and let‟s do it that way” and 
the body language, tells you whether there is artfulness.‟ 
Face-to-face interaction enabled more easy building of relationships, solving 
problems less stressful, and validation of contacts. Participants appreciated the 
benefits that BoonGroup forums provided, knowledge sharing was freer than would 
otherwise be possible illustrated in the following comment: 
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„I learn about what other members have got what they can offer. It is the 
camaraderie, because you are part of the thing. That‟s what it‟s all about 
getting together and helping each other.‟ 
Proactive SMEs benefitted most from forums by approaching people. BoonGroup 
forums needed knowledge sharing to be facilitated so less assertive members were 
also able to achieve such benefits. 
BoonGroup’s website was recently overhauled, and this made it into one of 
BoonGroup’s greatest assets, as it had stimulated a lot of member goodwill. All 
participants were actively using the website to source products and services from 
other members. They were extremely positive about benefits it offered. The website 
had become the first place to locate products and services from co-members’ who 
were trusted businesses. This was clearly illustrated by a participant: 
„We are going to, have to make, a change on our accounting shortly 
because, our accountant, who has been looking after a book for a long 
time, is retiring. So, we have to look for someone else, so we will go to the 
chamber database and see who we have got there, we will put those people 
first.‟  
The website provided information relevant to business operations in Boonaburra, and 
participants appreciated the ease of access this provided. Besides listing the agenda 
for the forthcoming forums, the website also provided information forums. This latter 
aspect is keeping members informed even when away from Boonaburra. One 
participant had been out of town and missed two forums, however this member was 
going to be back in time for the next meeting and by accessing the website was able 
to go along to the next event confident of being up-to-date.  
An extremely valuable feature noted by one participant was ‘Weekly Headlines’ that 
kept members informed members of current and future business developments in 
Boonaburra. This gave members advance information on forthcoming business 
opportunities, thus giving them a head start in preparations for contract bidding 
processes etc. 
BoonGroup’s website emerged as an extremely valuable tool, actively used and 
members were most enthusiastic about it. As a recognised and respected platform it 
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provided the foundational structure on which to build VCoEs. A prerequisite for 
establishing VCoEs is a site that is used and user friendly for potential participants, 
and BoonGroup’s website met both of these. 
Unlike the large organisational context where CoPs members used email as a major 
source of communication between employees, Boonaburra’s SMEs viewed 
interpersonal knowledge sharing via email as inappropriate. Rather participants saw 
email as a means of formalising business interactions, it was their primary form of 
business communication and documenting business transactions. Email had virtually 
replaced paper-based communication, and this provided considerable savings. One 
participant even questioned the necessity of having a postal box indicated in the 
comment below: 
„„We have got a post office box. The amount of mail over the last three 
years, I reckon, has almost got to a stage where what the hell are we doing 
with the letterbox! Compared to what it used to be. You know, and if you 
go back 20 years or more, you went to the post office box every Monday 
morning, and it used to be chock-a-block [totally full]! Not anymore! And 
if you do, [go and collect the mail] it is half, full of junk mail!‟ 
Participants’ uneasiness in using email for interpersonal communication centred 
around two factors the security of the email and the inability to retract it once sent. 
Security issues centred arose from emails sent in confidence to one person, were 
often forwarded onto others without approval of the sender. Having a declaration at 
the end of the email requesting confidentiality was totally ignored. Consequently, 
there was no control over who received emails neither was there any way of 
ascertaining who their emails were forwarded on to. A participant aptly illustrated 
this in the following comment: 
„The problem with email is you can have a clause on your email to say that 
the email cannot be used for the purpose other than for the person that it is 
addressed to. But, there is really nothing to stop people shooting that 
information out to whoever they want to.‟  
None of the participants were comfortable with BoonGroup incorporating an online 
forum. The majority indicated that the conservative business culture of Boonaburra 
was a considerable obstacle. They believed that in such a small community where 
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every business person knows each other there was concern that others would learn 
about the problems they were having causing a lack of confidence in the business 
within Boonaburra. One participant most clearly stated this: 
„Some people are very precious and protective of what they see as their 
intellectual property within Boonaburra, because of its mentality. In the 
capital city, you are more willing to be involved as you are lost and are 
part of a bigger scene, I imagine. But in Boonaburra I really don‟t know 
whether people will be involved as they are not all that altruistic.‟  
I asked participants about sharing specific information in an online forum including: 
best practices, markets and marketing, managing alliances, and innovation and 
innovative practices. It emerged that although they were willing to share this 
information in a face-to-face situation they would not contemplate doing so online.  
SMEs indicated that the biggest value could be achieved from online interaction 
through expertise databases. Participants readily recognised that it was a mechanism 
for quickly contacting those with specific answers to specific questions, rather than 
readily available generalised solutions. An additional strength was that this form of 
expertise location was not readily available through other means, and therefore 
would provide considerable time savings in searching to locate those capable of 
providing advice or answers to their problems. Participants recognised that this 
would be particularly useful to those establishing themselves in business. The biggest 
advantage to listing one’s expertise on the database was the potential for bringing 
business into the firm. Two participants had reservations about using expertise 
databases in BoonGroup. One, who was conversant with expertise databases, thought 
that they were not applicable to the SME environment, whilst another was concerned 
that they could provide competitive advantage to a potential rival. Expertise 
databases emerged as the most viable mechanism of incorporating online interaction 
with the BoonGroup participants. All but one were willing to register their expertise, 
however, concern was expressed about who would be organising the expertise 
register, stressing that this would have to be well managed for it to be successful. 
The key issues arising from these Stage Three interviews (Table 6-8) with a targeted 
selection of BoonGroup SMEs identified that this network had some positive 
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attributes towards the establishment of VCoEs, and also there were significant 
obstacles.  
Key Themes 
Stage 1 Regional Informants 
n=14 
Stage 2 Telephone 
Respondents n=106 
Stage 3 – SME Participants n=7 
SMEs characteristics 85% micros, key employers 
and instrumental to region’s 
economy, three types, majority 
not interested in growing, a few 
entrepreneurs who were taking 
advantage of opportunities 
Predominantly very small, 
in property and business 
service industries, 
businesses more 
established, are planning 
for the future, and will 
grow, majority of business 
conducted in region, 
almost none internationally 
Strategically proactive using 
customer service and 
differentiation displaying 
entrepreneurial characteristics 
Regional enablers All levels of government, 
industry networks and business 
networks trying to assist, but 
duplication and lack of 
cohesion. Find SMEs difficult to 
work with. Regional loyalty a 
problem for newcomers 
None mentioned  Regional loyalty either an enabler 
for those deemed local, or a 
significant inhibitor for the rest. No 
participant set up in the region for 
business reasons. Large 
organisational and government 
purchasing adversely affecting 
them. 
Networks  Plethora of networks, most 
business conducted in informal 
business networks 
Very limited additional 
networks 
Other networks in town not as 
good as BoonGroup 
Regional network  BoonGroup major network for 
SMEs, lobbying, giving them a 
voice, providing a forum for 
networking. BusNet also 
significant. 
Very few actively involved 
in BoonGroup, established 
SMEs shutting newer ones 
out at forums, think it is too 
focussed on regional 
matters and not them 
BoonGroup important to these 
SMEs but they felt disenfranchised 
by the lack of focus on them. 
Networking was its greatest asset. 
Knowledge sharing in 
networks  
Providing considerable benefits 
to SMEs who use it 
(entrepreneurs) majority not 
interested, worried that by 
sharing they will lose their 
competitive advantage 
Half willing to share in 
networks but a relatively 
high number 14% not 
willing to share at all 
The majority were actively 
networking and significant 
achieving value from those 
networks. BoonGroup forums not 
facilitating this enough. 
ICT infrastructure  There was excellent ICT 
infrastructure SMEs were not 
using it 
Actively using the web for 
accessing information and 
using email 
 
Regional Network 
ICT 
BoonGroup has a website but 
is not using it to connect with 
members  
No mention of network 
website 
Website was BoonGroup’s 
greatest asset.  
Online knowledge 
sharing  
SMEs preferred informal face-
to-face knowledge sharing. Is 
used to share links between 
others to enable more efficient 
searching online. 
Far less willing to share 
online. Lack of trust in 
BoonGroup members 
SMEs preferred face-to-face 
interaction. Will not use online 
forums. Expertise databases most 
appropriate medium for online 
knowledge sharing. Email only for 
business transactions. 
Table 6-8  Key themes raised by SME extended interview participants 
It was the most important source of networking and establishing contacts, there was 
loyalty between members who were more inclined to purchase goods and services 
from each other. There was potential for the establishment of CoEs, but as yet there 
was not adequate social capital or trust towards BoonGroup for this to occur. A key 
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factor was participants’ perceptions that BoonGroup was focussing on larger 
organisations and regional issues to the detriment of SMEs.  
BoonGroup’s recently reconstructed website was an extremely valuable asset. All 
SME participants were confident that the website was providing them value, was 
reliable and therefore trusted. This technological trust was inadequate for the 
establishment of VCoEs. The telephone interview respondents indicated considerable 
lack of trust between members and an even greater lack of trust online. In addition 
virtually none of the extended interview participants were willing to share in online 
forums. These issues would have to be addressed prior to any contemplation of going 
online, if VCoEs tools were placed on the website my research has shown that they 
simply would not be used. What is required is that BoonGroup concentrates on 
developing trust and social capital in face-to-face interaction between members so 
that CoEs are able to emerge. Once this has been established the potential for 
BoonGroup to readily incorporate VCoEs is significant given the trusted online 
environment. 
SUMMARY 
This Case Study has shown that Boonaburra has significant hurdles to overcome 
prior to the incorporation of VCoEs. Although the website is trusted, actively used 
and BoonGroup members were achieving significant value from it, it has emerged 
that this is not adequate for online interaction. Offline issues were adversely 
impacting the potential for VCoEs. These would have to be addressed before VCoEs 
could be effectively incorporated into BoonGroup.  
This and the previous chapter have indicated the potential for VCoEs in two separate 
regions. In the next chapter I will examine in detail the findings from the telephone 
surveys to ascertain the capacity and willingness of SMEs for incorporating of online 
interaction using VCoE in the non-industry aligned regional context. 
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Chapter 7  
Combined Case 
INTRODUCTION 
The previous two chapters outlined findings of separate case studies conducted in 
two regional areas in Camrooka and Boonaburra. My purpose in this chapter is to 
provide analysis between the two regions to identify the similarities and differences 
that emerged from the data. I present a combined case analysis that synthesizes the 
issues and highlights factors that influenced regional SMEs' Web use, networking 
and knowledge sharing to provide a clearer understanding of the regional SMEs 
context. The major source of data used in this analysis came from the SME telephone 
participants from both regions who were members of their main regional business 
network. I have incorporated the Chi Square test for relatedness or independence to 
indicate the relationship between variables. This was considered the most appropriate 
method as the majority of variables involved nominal data. A subset of these SME 
owner/managers participated in the extended interviews and additional data from 
those interviews is included to clarify and enhance the understanding of the issues. 
At times data from the regional informant interviews provides further insights and 
clarification. 
I begin by describing the key characteristics of the regional SMEs who responded to 
the telephone survey. This forms the basis for a discussion on the networking 
practices of these respondents including their involvement in networks, the benefits 
they gained from that involvement and the information they obtained from networks. 
Having established an understanding of these respondents’ networking I then explore 
how knowledge was shared in face-to-face situations and the factors influencing that 
knowledge sharing. This leads to a discussion of factors associated with Web 
interaction including what information they obtained from the Web, the factors that 
influenced online knowledge sharing. Finally, I include a discussion of the key 
factors associated with use of and knowledge sharing using a variety of online 
channels. 
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PROFILE OF THE SMES 
In this section I provide a description of the surveyed SMEs. There were 192 
responses to the survey; 106 of these were from Boonaburra (55%), and 86 from 
Camrooka (45%). The majority of the businesses were extremely small as measured 
by the number of employees; the median was 6. Half (49%) had five employees or 
fewer and 7 % were sole operators, with the sample overwhelmingly comprised 
small businesses with very few which could be that could be classified as medium 
sized businesses (only 15% had more than 20 employees) (Table 7-1). To enhance 
further analysis this employee number data was placed into three categories 1-5 
employees, 6-15 employees and >15 employees.  
Employee Numbers  n % 
Sole Operator 14 7%4 
2-5 81 42% 
6-10 35 18 % 
11-15 24 13% 
>15 38 20% 
Total 192 100% 
 Table 7-1  Numbers of employees in regional SMEs 
The respondents were asked to indicate the industry in which they operated. 
Responses were categorised according to the ANZSIC industry codes
5
. This 
indicated that they were predominately (75%) in service industries, with a third 
(32%) involved in Property and Business services. A quarter (25%) nominated their 
industry related to Manufacturing and Production industries (Table 7-2). 
To understand the strategic orientation of SMEs, I asked the respondents if they had 
a formal business plan and what growth they expected in their business. A formal 
business plan was defined as ‘a written document providing a two year plan able to 
be shared amongst others within the firm’. It emerged that many SMEs (58%) had 
business plans contrary to the views expressed by regional informants. In fact many 
had not one but two business plans, a short term (one year) plan, and a long term (5-
10 year) plan. One respondent indicated that a possible reason why two business 
plans existed was that banks required it as part of an application for business finance.  
                                                 
4
 Percentages have been rounded to nearest whole number 
5
 Source ANZSIC Codes (Level 1) http://www.jcu.edu.au/office/research_office/Codes/anzic.htm 
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  n % 
Agriculture 3 2% 
Manufacturing 26 14% 
Construction 16 8% 
Wholesale 4 2% 
Manufacture and Production (subtotal)  25% 
Retail 20 10% 
Accommodation, Cafes & Restaurants 8 4% 
Transport 3 2% 
Telecommunications Services 5 3% 
Finance & Insurance 13 7% 
Property & Business Services 61 32% 
Education 5 3% 
Health & Community Services 7 4% 
Culture & Recreation Services 11 6% 
Personal & Other Services 10 5% 
Service (subtotal)   75% 
Total 192 100% 
Table 7-2  Industry location of SMEs 
To gauge the respondents’ expectations about their business’s future direction, I 
asked them to indicate what growth trajectory they expected in the next two years. 
 
Business Plan 
Yes No 
No Growth  
n 12 20 
% 11% 25% 
Grow Steadily 
n 69 47 
% 61% 60% 
Grow Rapidly 
n 32 12 
% 28% 15% 
Total n 92 100 
  % 100% 100% 
X
2 
= 9.542
a
, df = 2, p< .008 
Table 7-3  Growth expectation by having a business plan  
Although 17% anticipated no business growth in this period, the majority (60%) 
stated they would grow steadily and about a quarter anticipated rapid growth (23%). 
There was a positive relationship between having a business plan and the level of 
anticipated business growth. Those with a business plan had a much higher 
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expectation of rapid growth (28 %) than those who did not. A quarter (25 %) of those 
without a business plan anticipated no growth (Table 7-3). 
Respondents were asked what percentage of their total business with customers they 
conducted in the region, the state, nationally and internationally .The majority (52 %) 
were conducting at least three quarters of their business regionally (Table 7-4).  
% Business in the Region n % 
None 6 3% 
1-24% 26 14% 
25-49% 22 12% 
50-74% 38 20% 
75-100% 100 52% 
Total 192 100% 
Table 7-4  Percentage of business conducted in the region 
A negligible proportion of business was conducted internationally with only five 
respondents (3%) indicating that they were undertaking more than half their business 
internationally. In fact, the vast majority (88%) conducted no international business 
at all (Table 7-5).  
 
% International Business  n % 
None 169 88% 
1-24% 16 8% 
25-49% 2 1% 
50-74% 3 2% 
75-100% 2 1% 
Total 192 100% 
Table 7-5  Percentage of SMEs conducting international business 
Given that about half of respondents (52%) were conducting at least three quarters of 
their business within the region I decided to analyse the impact that this may have on 
the various matters under investigation. Thus a new variable was created Geographic 
Focus where those conducting seventy five % or more of their business within the 
region were defined as having a business focus ‘Within Region’ while the others 
their business were categorised as having a focus ‘Outside Region’. I considered how 
this geographic focus influenced respondents’ business activity. We can see the 
effect of industry location on geographic focus in Table 7-6. Two thirds (65%) of 
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manufacturing and production businesses had a focus outside the region, whereas the 
majority (58%) of service businesses focused their business operations within the 
region.  
Geographic Focus 
 Industry Type 
 Manufacturing & Production Service 
Outside Region 
n 32 17 
% 65% 42% 
Within Region 
n 60 83 
% 35% 58% 
Total n 92 100 
  % 100% 100% 
X
2 
= 7.972
b
, df = 1, p< .005 
Table 7-6  Geographic focus by industry location 
It can also be seen (Table 7-7) that a greater focus outside the region is associated 
with business opportunity and expansion. Those with a focus outside the region were 
more likely (29%) to anticipate rapid growth than those who were conducting 
business within the region (17%) and regionally oriented businesses were far more 
likely (23%) to anticipate no growth than those operating outside the region (10%). 
Growth Projection 
Geographic Focus 
Within Region Outside Region 
No Growth  
n 23 9 
% 23% 10% 
Grow Steadily 
n 60 56 
% 60% 61% 
Grow Rapidly 
n 17 27 
% 17% 29% 
Total n 100 92 
  % 100% 100% 
X
2 
= 8.217
a
, df = 1, p< .005 
Table 7-7  Growth geographic focus of business operations by growth expectations 
I asked how many years the respondents had been in business. The mean number of 
years in business was sixteen; however, the median was nine (SD=22) indicating a 
large number of business were fairly new while a few had been operating for many 
years. I categorised the businesses by years in operation into two groups (newer 
businesses and established businesses) as shown in Table 7-8. This in part reflects 
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the view expressed by the regional informants that the first five years were critical 
for establishing a business.  
As shown in Table 7-8, there was a significant difference between the regions. The 
Boonaburra respondents were predominately established (65%) whereas in 
Camrooka the businesses tended to be newer (60%). This is consistent with the view 
expressed by regional informants and SME extended interview participants in 
Camrooka that the region was experiencing business resurgence. 
Years in Business  
Region 
Camrooka  Boonaburra 
Newer 
n 44 3 
% 51% 28% 
Established  
n 42 76 
% 49% 72% 
Total n 86 106 
  % 100% 100% 
X
2 
= 10.476
b
, df = 1, p< .001 
Table 7-8  Years in business by region 
Not surprisingly, the newer businesses were smaller than the established ones in that 
they had a mean of 12 employees compared to a median of 6. The distribution of 
employee numbers is shown in Table 7-9.  
Employees 
Years in Business 
Newer Established 
1-5  
n 50 45 
% 68% 38% 
6-10  
n 14 45 
% 19% 38% 
>15 
n 10 28 
% 14% 24% 
Total n 74 118 
  % 100% 100% 
X
2 
= 15.825
a
, df = 2, p< .000 
Table 7-9  Employee numbers by years in business  
An essential pre-requisite to participation in VCoEs is that a business owner is 
conversant with the internet, especially the Web. I therefore questioned the 
respondents about their use of the Web. When asked whether they used the Web in 
their businesses almost all (97%) of the respondents stated that they used it. A similar 
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number (97%) indicated that they used email in their business operations. A 
significant proportion (80%) indicated that they had a business website. In an effort 
to establish the degree of communication with customers on their websites 
respondents were asked to indicate what functionality their website afforded. 
Table 7-10 shows the distribution of these features. The websites were predominately 
(75%) static pages that provided information about the business. Significantly fewer 
(40%) were enabling customers to do online business, with only a small number 
(17%) providing customers’ online support. 
Website Functions Yes No Total 
Detailed Information 
n 144 48 192 
% 75% 25% 100% 
Customers can Business 
n 75 117 192 
% 39% 61% 100% 
Provides Customer Support 
n 33 159 192 
% 17% 83% 100% 
Provides Additional Features 
n 62 130 192 
% 32% 68% 100% 
Table 7-10  Functionality of business websites 
Although a third (32%) maintained they were providing additional features for their 
current and potential customers’ examination of these revealed that they were mostly 
merely links to other sites (43%), with some (19%) offering online updates. As 
shown in Table 7-11, even fewer provided business tools (eg. online calculators) or 
newsletters (15%) These respondents were indicating that they had the capacity and 
ability to use the Web and its facilities however, they were not maximising the 
potential it offered. 
Additional Web Features  n % 
Links to other sites 46 43% 
Online updates 21 19% 
Business tools 16 15% 
Online newsletter 16 15% 
Other 9 8% 
Total 108 100% 
Table 7-11  Provision of additional website features 
CHAPTER 7 – COMBINED CASE  
163 
NETWORKING 
All respondents were selected because they were members of the key business 
network in their region. This membership meant they would probably be conversant 
with issues associated with networking and would therefore be able to provide more 
informed insights. I was seeking to gain an understanding of what SMEs were doing 
in their networks, who were the most active networkers and what they anticipated 
they would obtain from their networking involvement. Networking is an aspect of 
innovative clusters, so this would provide insights into their motivation and 
experience. 
In this section I analyse the networking activities of respondents both within the 
regional network as well as in any other networks. I indicate the types of information 
respondents were accessing from their networks, their attitudes to and knowledge of 
online networking, and the benefits that they perceived they were deriving from 
networking.  
Networking Involvement 
A key aspect of networking was the level of involvement in the network and so 
respondents were asked to indicate how active they were in their designated regional 
network (CamNet or BoonGroup). Nearly half (48%) said that they were only 
occasionally involved, with 28% actively involved and 23% not active (Table 7-12).  
Involvement in Network  n % 
Not active 45 23% 
Occasionally involved 93 48% 
Actively involved 54 28% 
Total 192 100% 
Table 7-12  Level of involvement in designated regional network 
A strong regional difference emerged in relation to respondents’ stated level of 
activity in their regional network. Those in CamNet were far more active (37%) than 
those in BoonGroup (21%), which was reflected in the higher proportion of 
BoonGroup members who were not active (29%) at all. This reflects the comments 
of the regional informants as reported in the previous two chapters) (Table 7-13). 
 
CHAPTER 7 – COMBINED CASE  
164 
Involvement in Network 
Region 
Camrooka Boonaburra 
Not active 
n 14 31 
% 16% 29% 
Occasionally involved 
n 40 53 
% 47% 50% 
Actively involved 
n 32 22 
% 37% 21% 
Total n 86 106 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 8.096a, df = 2, p< .017 
Table 7-13  SME owners' networking involvement by region 
I sought to identify what shaped the level of networking involvement among these 
SME owners. One significant influence was the size of the business (Table 7-14). 
Very small businesses (up to 5 employees) were most likely to be active. This 
activity could be associated with a desire to identify new opportunities so that they 
could grow, alternatively their small size could be associated with newness in 
business and thus they could be seeking to locate basic business information. 
Involvement in Network 
Employee Numbers 
1-5 6-15 >15 
Not Active 
n 19 18 8 
% 20% 31% 21% 
Occasionally involved 
n 41 27 25 
% 43% 46% 66% 
Actively involved 
n 35 14 5 
% 37% 24% 13% 
Total n 95 59 38 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 10.825a, df = 4, p< .029 
Table 7-14  SMEs networking activity by employee numbers 
I was aware that BoonGroup and CamNet might not be the only business-related 
networks to which the respondents belonged. So I asked about their involvement in 
other business networks.  
Including their regional network, the most networks respondents reported was six, 
the majority (45%) had 3-4 extra networks, closely followed (41%) by those with 1-2 
additional networks (Table 7-15).  
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Total Networks n % 
1-2 79 41% 
3-4 87 45% 
5-6 26 14% 
Total 192 100% 
Table 7-15  SMEs total number of networks  
A large number of additional networks (35) were cited by more than one person, and 
a large number of single instances. Analysis of these networks enabled them to be 
placed into five categories. Most commonly cited were Community-based networks 
(34%) including regional community, sport, social and informal networks. The 
apparent inappropriateness for business of these led me to explore further with 
respondents their business purpose. Their responses indicated that they were indeed 
obtaining business benefits from community networks. A quarter (25%) cited 
networks providing functions for enhancing the commercial opportunities of business 
(‘Commerce’ networks). Twenty percent could be categorised as industry-base 
networks and 18% included a wide variety of ‘Professional’ networks, the most 
common related to accounting and finance, management and professional services, 
and HR (Table 7-16). Many of these networks, particularly in the latter two 
categories entailed interaction at the State or National levels.  
Network Category n % 
Commerce 88 25% 
Industry 73 20% 
Professional 63 18% 
Community 121 34% 
Government 12 3% 
Total Responses 357 100% 
Table 7-16  Types of other networks used for business information 
Benefits of Networking 
The respondents were asked to indicate the level of benefits they achieved from their 
involvement in all business networks as this was important for understanding the 
value that they derived from this activity (Table 7-17). They reported considerable 
benefits from their networking involvement. 
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Benefits of Networking n % 
None 29 15% 
Some 86 45% 
Significant 77 40% 
Total 192 100% 
Table 7-17 Level of benefit from involvement in networking  
A large majority (85%) said that they benefited from networking with many (40%) 
reporting that they gained ‘significant’ benefit. Only 15% reported that they gained 
no benefits at all. The greater the networking involvement, the greater was the 
perceived benefit. There was a significant correlation between benefits respondents 
reported from their networking and the total number of networks they were involved 
in (Table 7-18). The effect is particularly noticeable for those involved in five or 
more networks. This finding should be treated with some caution since it is not clear 
whether the perception of benefit is created by greater network involvement or the 
reverse, that is greater network involvement is caused by the perception of benefit.  
Benefits of Networking  
Total Networks 
0-1 2-3 4-5  
None  
n 23 6 0 
% 29% 7% 0% 
Some 
n 41 37 8 
% 52% 43% 31% 
Significant n 15 44 18 
 % 19% 51% 69% 
Total n 79 87 26 
  % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 36.867a, df = 4, p< .000 
Table 7-18  Benefits SMEs achieved from networking by number of networks 
A regional differentiation again emerged with relation to the benefits of networking. 
Camrooka respondents reported achieving far greater benefit from their networking 
with 52% gaining significant benefits and 41% gaining some benefit; only 7% 
reported no benefit (Table 7-19).  
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Benefits of Networking 
Regional Network 
CamNet BoonGroup 
None 
n 6 23 
% 7% 22% 
Some 
n 35 51 
% 41% 48% 
Significant 
n 45 32 
% 52% 39% 
Total n 86 106 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 13.197a, df = 2, p< .001 
Table 7-19  Benefits SMEs achieved from networks by region 
In contrast, those from Boonaburra were less likely to report significant benefit from 
networking (39%) and more likely to report no benefit (22%). This is interesting 
given that the question related not just to the local network they were know to be 
involved in but to all networks. As would be expected, those who were actively 
involved in their regional networks (CamNet and BoonGroup) were achieving most 
benefit from their networks with only one respondent indicating no benefit from their 
active networking involvement (Table 7-20). Even for those not active in their 
regional network, a fair number (29%) reported significant benefits and nearly three 
quarters (73%) gained some benefit. 
Benefits of Networking 
Local / Regional Networking Activity 
Not Active 
Occasionally 
Involved 
Active 
None 
n 12 16 1 
% 27% 17% 2% 
Some 
n 20 45 21 
% 44% 48% 39% 
Significant n 13 32 32 
 % 29% 34% 59% 
Total n 45 93 54 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 18.327a, df = 4, p< .001 
Table 7-20  Identified benefits of networking by level of networking activity 
Networking seemed to be associated with a strategic orientation as indicated by the 
presence of a business plan. Respondents who had a business plan were much more 
likely to report significant benefit from their networking than those with no business 
plan (50% compared to 27%) Table 7-21. 
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Benefits of Networking 
Business Plan 
Yes No 
None 
n 13 16 
% 12% 20% 
Some 
n 44 42 
% 39% 53% 
Significant 
n 56 21 
% 50% 27% 
Total n 113 79 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 10.577a, df = 2, p< .005 
Table 7-21  Identified benefits of networking by existence of a business plan 
Information Obtained from Networks  
The respondents were asked to indicate the types of information that they were 
obtaining from networks as previous researchers have revealed networks were a 
significant source of information for SMEs. Thus respondents were asked to identify 
how frequently they obtained a range of information from their networks. I asked 
them if they used their networks to gain the following types of information: basic 
business practices; customer and suppliers; industry and competitors; benchmarking 
and best practices; and identifying new opportunities. The respondents indicated that 
they were not using their networks as a major source of information except for 
obtaining basic business information (59%) and identifying new opportunities (64%). 
Only about a quarter of respondents regularly obtained information from networking.  
Benefits from Networking 
Identify New Opportunities  
Never Occasionally Regularly 
None  
n 16 3 10 
% 31% 17% 8% 
Some  
n 24 8 54 
% 46% 44% 44% 
Significant 
n 12 7 58 
% 23% 39% 48% 
Total n 52 18 122 
  % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 17.809a, df = 4, p< .001 
Table 7-22  Benefits of networking by identifying new opportunities 
I chose to look at the practice of using networking to identify new opportunities as an 
indicator of the respondents’ inclination to network of innovation and to see whether 
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this practice was seen to yield significant benefits. The relationship between these 
two variables is shown in Table 7-22. Nearly half (48%) of the respondents who 
were using their networks regularly to identify new opportunities were obtaining 
significant benefits from this with nearly as many (44%) gaining some benefit. Those 
who never used or occasionally used their networks to identify new opportunities 
were predominately achieving some benefits from this.  
Newer businesses used their networks far more regularly (76%) than their established 
counterparts (56%) to obtain information about identifying new opportunities. They 
were also far less likely to never use their networks for this purpose than established 
businesses (Table 7-23). 
Identify New Opportunities  
Years in Business 
Newer Established 
Never  
Count 11 41 
% 15% 35% 
Occasionally 
Count 7 11 
% 10% 9% 
Regularly 
Count 56 66 
% 76% 56% 
Total Count 74 118 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 9.428a, df = 2, p< .009 
Table 7-23  Identifying new opportunities by years in business  
These findings indicate that respondents who were active in networks were achieving 
the greatest benefits from that involvement, especially those who used networks to 
identify new opportunities. There was a significant regional difference between 
Camrooka and Boonaburra. Although the level of active participation in both 
CamNet and BoonGroup was low, respondents indicated involvement in a large 
number of community oriented networks. Networks were not being used as a major 
source of information. Having characterised the respondents’ networking 
involvement it was necessary to establish how these were used for knowledge 
sharing and whether this sharing was extending into the online environment. 
KNOWLEDGE SHARING  
An understanding of SMEs’ knowledge sharing practices was crucial to understand 
their knowledge sharing in networks in general and online.  
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Factors Influencing Knowledge Sharing in Networks 
Respondents were specifically asked about their willingness to share business 
knowledge in their respective regional networks (CamNet and BoonGroup). A 
majority (63%) of respondents indicated willingness to share knowledge in their 
networks (Table 7-24). 
Knowledge Sharing in Networks n % 
Willing 118 63% 
Not willing  74 39% 
Total 192 100% 
Table 7-24   Willingness to share knowledge in regional network 
Willingness to share information and knowledge was highest among those 
respondents actively involved in their regional networks (CamNet / Boon Group) 
with 72% willing to share in those networks. A similar pattern is revealed by those 
who were occasionally involved. What is interesting is the ambivalence indicated by 
those who were not active members, although more were not willing to share a 
sizeable number were willing to share (Table 7-25). 
Share Knowledge  
Networking Activity 
Not Active 
Occasionally 
Involved 
Active 
Not Willing 
n 24 35 15 
% 53% 37% 27% 
Willing 
n 21 58 39 
% 47% 62% 72% 
Total n 45 93 54 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 6.830a, df = 2, p< .033 
Table 7-25  Willingness to share knowledge by level of activity in networks  
The age of the business significantly influenced willingness to share in their regional 
network. Newer businesses were substantially more willing (72%) to share 
knowledge than established businesses (55%) (Table 7-26).  
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Share Knowledge  
Years in Business 
Newer Established 
Not Willing 
n 21 53 
% 28% 45% 
Willing 
n 53 65 
% 72% 55% 
Total n 74 118 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 5.251a, df = 1, p< .022 
Table 7-26  Willingness to share knowledge by age of the business  
Willingness to share in networks was influenced by the region in which respondents 
were operating. A majority of businesses (72%) in Camrooka were willing to share 
knowledge in CamNet. Only about half of Boonaburra respondents indicated they 
were willing to share knowledge in the BoonGroup (Table 7-27). 
Share Knowledge  
Region 
Camrooka Boonaburra 
Not Willing  
n 24 50 
% 28% 47% 
Willing  
n 62 56 
% 72% 53% 
Total n 86 106 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 7.438a, df = 1, p< .006 
Table 7-27  Willingness to share knowledge by region 
An interesting finding was the fact that there was no significance between 
geographic focus of the business and their willingness to share knowledge in their 
regional network (Table 7-28).  
Share Knowledge  
Geographic Focus 
Outside Region Within Region 
Not Willing  
n 35 39 
% 38% 39% 
Willing  
n 57 61 
% 62% 61% 
Total n 92 100 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = .019b, df = 1, p< .892 
Table 7-28  Geographic focus impact on willingness to share knowledge 
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One would expect that those who wanted to develop their business within the region 
might be more proactively using their networks, but this was not the case. The 
implication of this is that these respondents had other motivations for network 
involvement and knowledge sharing Table 7-28.  
Further confirmation of the fact that networks were being used more diffusely and 
less strategically was found in the lack of relationship between business projection 
and willingness to share knowledge. It might be predicted that those who expected 
their businesses to grow rapidly would be particularly interested in sharing 
knowledge, but this was not the case. As indicated in Table 7-29, there was no 
significant relationship between business projection and willingness to share 
knowledge.  
Share Knowledge  
Business Projection 
No Growth Grow Steadily Grow Rapidly 
Not Willing 
n 17 42 15 
% 53% 36% 34% 
Willing 
n 15 74 29 
% 47% 64% 62% 
Total n 32 116 44 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 3.508a, df = 2, p< .173 
Table 7-29  Willingness to share knowledge by business projection 
What this analysis has indicated is that active involvement in their regional network 
positively influences respondents’ willingness to share in those networks. Newer 
businesses were more inclined to use their regional networks to share knowledge 
than established businesses. But the lack of a significant relationship between either 
the business’s geographic focus or its anticipated growth projections and willingness 
to share knowledge in networks suggests that the motivations for network 
participation are complex.  
How Knowledge Sharing Occurs 
The conditions under which face-to-face knowledge sharing was able to occur was 
explored in detail with SME owners chosen for extended interviews. Face-to-face 
interaction was perceived as being a highly useable communication channel with the 
time involved recognised as being worthwhile. The extended interview participants 
CHAPTER 7 – COMBINED CASE  
173 
indicated that they would attend their networking events even when the time was 
unsuitable as they were concerned that by not attending they would lose out on some 
important information. This is an interesting finding given that networking was not a 
major source of information. It suggests that other reasons were influencing their 
participation in networks. Participants did, however, express a high level of 
willingness to share business information with peers on a variety of matters, in 
particular, innovation and innovative ideas. This enabled them to obtain insights that 
were not achievable alone. Such discussions were perceived as a synergistic 
interaction where the value of the two views shared was far greater than the two 
individual views. They were unreservedly willing to share information about 
alliances. Nearly all were willing to share information on best practices. There was 
less enthusiasm, however, for sharing marketing information and they preferred to 
share generic information rather than specific details.  
They indicated an equal readiness to share in group situations such as meetings as in 
interactions that occurred in a one-to-one basis. The reasons given indicated that this 
readiness to share was associated with the non-verbal clues, such as body language, 
as this assisted in assessing the person with whom they were interacting, and thus 
their ability to be trusted. Face-to-face interaction enabled the building of 
relationships, solving of problems, and validating contacts through interpersonal 
knowledge-sharing, it was where SMEs were able to develop a sense of camaraderie 
and strong bonding. These socio-technical characteristics of the face-to-face channel 
were visible in social links which formed the basis for knowledge-sharing at the 
CamNet and BoonGroup events. Participants made it clear that they would not share 
knowledge until they trusted the other person, and this was observable in the stated 
preference for interpersonal communication in preference to even the use of the 
telephone. It became clear that they were using their involvement in their respective 
networks to obtain knowledge that was not easily accessible.  
These respondents indicated that the level of their involvement in their regional 
network, the age of their business and their region all significantly influenced their 
willingness to share knowledge. The location of their business and their anticipation 
of future growth was not significantly related to the willingness to share. Interview 
participants indicated a high degree of willingness to share on matters associated 
with business, most interesting was their almost universal willingness to share 
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information on innovation and innovative ideas which they perceived as being 
developed jointly with others. Trust emerged as a key factor which was developed in 
the face-to-face interaction, such as in their regional networks, and this was preferred 
even to telephone use. The greater willingness to share knowledge in Camrooka, as 
suggested by the extended interview participants, was associated with the socio-
economic links that played a key role in the regional network involvement. Thus 
knowledge sharing appears to be related to the creation of social capital amongst 
these SME respondents. 
WEB-BASED INTERACTION  
My research sought to obtain a clear understanding of how SME respondents were 
using the Web, their willingness to share knowledge in the online environment, and 
issues associated with such sharing. Only by establishing these could the value 
potential of such interaction by assessed.  
I indicated earlier that the survey respondents indicated an almost universal use of 
the Web and email, and that the vast majority had websites which were largely static 
information pages. In this section I will extend that analysis by describing what 
information respondents obtained from the Web, their willingness to share 
knowledge online and the factors influencing that, their preferred online 
communication channels, and any benefits they were obtaining from their online 
interaction.  
Information Obtained from the Web 
Respondents were asked how frequently they used the Web to obtain a variety of 
types of information. They indicated that their major source of information was the 
Web and were regularly using it for all types of information with the exception of 
benchmarking and best practices where nearly half never used it (Table 7-30).  
The Web was most frequently used to obtain information about industry and 
competitors. It was regularly used for the other types of information such as: seeking 
information regarding their customers and suppliers; and for obtaining information 
regarding the daily business operations in their business (basic business information). 
The government requires that SMEs use the Web to obtain information regarding the 
legislative requirements in operating a business, especially taxation and health and 
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safety (government requirements). As with networks the Web was used for 
identifying new business opportunities.  
Type of Information  
Obtain Information from Web  
Total 
Never Occasionally Regularly 
Government Requirements 
n 73 11 108 192 
% 38% 6% 56% 100% 
Basic Business Information 
n 54 15 123 192 
% 28% 8% 64% 100% 
Information about Customers  
n 76 11 105 192 
% 40% 6% 55% 100% 
Information about Suppliers  
n 54 12 126 192 
% 28% 6% 66% 100% 
Industry / Competitor Information 
n 33 16 143 192 
% 17% 8% 75% 100% 
Identify New Opportunities 
n 58 13 121 192 
% 30% 7% 63% 100% 
Benchmarking / Best Practices 
Information 
n 94 17 81 192 
% 49% 9% 42% 100% 
Table 7-30  Information obtained from the web 
The Web emerged as the major mechanism for these SMEs for accessing information 
essential to operating their businesses and to seek opportunities for expanding their 
business. Was this declared active use of the Web and email coupled with its use as a 
major source of information reflected in respondents’ knowledge sharing online?  
Factors Influencing Knowledge Sharing Online 
SME participants were asked about their willingness to share knowledge online. In 
contrast to the majority of respondents who said they were willing to share 
knowledge in networks (63%), less than half were willing to share knowledge online 
(Table 7-31).  
Knowledge Sharing Online  n % 
Willing 88 46% 
Not willing  104 54% 
Total 192 100% 
Table 7-31  Willingness to share knowledge online 
There was a significant correlation between respondents’ willingness to share online 
and their willingness to share in networks. Some of this relates to a general 
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willingness to share knowledge (Table 7-32). Those not willing to share in networks 
indicated an extremely high unwillingness (80%) to share online; those willing to 
share in networks indicated only a modest level of willingness (62%) to share online 
Share Knowledge Online  
Share Knowledge in Networks  
Not Willing Willing 
Not Willing 
n 59 45 
% 80% 38% 
Willing 
n 15 73 
% 20% 62% 
Total n 74 118 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 31.693b, df = 1, p< .000 
Table 7-32  Willingness to share online by willingness to share in networks  
The greater their network involvement, the greater was their willingness to share 
online. Nearly two thirds of respondent with three to six networks indicated that they 
were substantially more willing (62%) to share online than not to share. Conversely, 
more than half of those with one or two networks were not willing (53%) to share 
online (Table 7-33).  
Share Knowledge Online 
Total Networks 
1-2 3-4 5-6 
Not Willing 
n 17 42 15 
% 53% 36% 34% 
Willing 
n 15 74 29 
% 47% 64% 62% 
Total n 32 116 44 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 5.845a, df = 2, p< .054 
Table 7-33  Total number of networks influence on willingness to share online  
As shown in Table 7-34, the number of years in business also influenced 
respondents’ willingness to share knowledge online. The majority of owners of 
newer businesses were far more willing (57%) to share knowledge online than those 
whose businesses were established (39%).  
 
 
 
CHAPTER 7 – COMBINED CASE  
177 
Share Knowledge Online  
Age of Business 
Newer Established 
Not Willing 
n 32 72 
% 43% 61% 
Willing 
n 42 46 
% 57% 39% 
Total n 74 118 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 5.787a, df = 1, p< .016 
Table 7-34  Willingness to share online by age of business  
The regional influence previously observed in relation to knowledge sharing in 
networks emerged again in respondents declared willingness to share knowledge 
online. Those from Camrooka indicated that they were more (57%) willing to share 
online than not. These figures were reversed for Boonaburra where respondents 
indicated much less willingness (63%) to share knowledge online compared with 
those willing to share (Table 7-35).  
Share Knowledge Online 
Region 
Camrooka Boonaburra 
Not Willing  
n 37 67 
% 43% 63% 
Willing  
n 49 39 
% 57% 37% 
Total n 86 106 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 7.791b, df = 1, p< .005 
Table 7-35  Willingness to share online by region 
The geographic focus of respondents’ business operations also had a significant 
association with their willingness to share online. This was interesting as there was 
no such significance observed in willingness to share in networks. The need to 
communicate with those beyond the region may be the factor influencing willingness 
to share knowledge online as those conducting business outside the region were more 
willing (53%) to share knowledge online than those operating predominantly within 
the region who were much less willing (39%) (Table 7-36).  
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Share Knowledge Online  
Geographic Focus 
Outside Region Within Region 
Not Willing  
n 43 61 
% 47% 61% 
Willing  
n 49 39 
% 53% 39% 
Total n 92 100 
  % 100% 100% 
X2 = 3.925 b, df = 1, p< .048 
Table 7-36  Willingness to share online by location of business operation 
Respondents who anticipated that their businesses would grow rapidly appeared to be 
more likely to share knowledge online (61%) than those in either of the other 
categories (Table 7-37). There is not a significant correlation between these two 
variables which is evident as the p value is slightly higher than .05, so this finding 
cannot be accepted with confidence. 
Share Knowledge Online 
Business Projection 
No Growth Grow Steadily Grow Rapidly 
Not Willing 
n 18 69 17 
% 56% 60% 39% 
Willing 
n 14 47 27 
% 44% 41% 61% 
Total n 32 116 44 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 5.651a, df = 2, p< .059 
Table 7-37  Willingness to share online by business projection of growth 
I considered the relationship between the types of information that respondents use 
the web to access and their willingness to share knowledge online. The reason I 
thought this connection might be relevant was that I expected that those respondents 
who more frequently accessed information online (especially relating to more 
strategic aspects of business) would be more likely to share knowledge online 
themselves. Interestingly, there was no significant relationship between accessing 
other types of information online and willingness to share knowledge online. 
Regular use of the Web to identify new opportunities was positively related to 
willingness to share knowledge online. While the majority (61%) of those who 
regularly used the Web to identify new business opportunities were willing to share 
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knowledge online, only about 40% of those who never or occasionally used the web 
for this purpose were willing. These figures are shown in Table 7-38.  
 Share Knowledge Online 
Identify New Opportunities (Web) 
Never Occasionally Regularly 
Not Willing 
n 18 69 17 
% 56% 60% 39% 
Willing 
n 14 47 27 
% 44% 41% 61% 
Total n 32 116 44 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 10.362a, df = 2, p< .006 
Table 7-38  Willingness to share online by use of web to identify new opportunities 
A similar pattern was found for other uses of the web, namely using it to find 
information about customers and information about benchmarking and best practice. 
These relationships are shown in Tables 7.39 and 7.40.  
Share Knowledge Online 
Customer Information (Web) 
Never Occasionally Regularly 
Not Willing 
n 48 9 47 
% 63% 82% 45% 
Willing 
n 28 2 58 
% 37% 18% 55% 
Total n 76 11 105 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 9.603a, df = 2, p< .008 
Table 7-39  Willingness to share online by obtaining customer information from web  
Share Knowledge Online 
Benchmarking / Best Practice Information (Web) 
Never Occasionally Regularly 
Not Willing 
n 59 10 35 
% 63% 59% 43% 
Willing 
n 35 7 46 
% 37% 41% 57% 
Total n 94 17 81 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 6.865a, df = 2, p< .032 
Table 7-40  Willingness to share online by obtaining best practice information on the web  
I examined the relationship between the respondents’ overall level of web use and 
their willingness to share online. The reason I thought the connection might be 
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relevant was that I was expected those respondents with higher intensity of web use 
would be more willing to share online. (‘Web use intensity’ included a count of 
respondents’ declared use of the web for obtaining explicit knowledge on: 
government requirements, basic business processes, customers, suppliers, industry 
and competitors, benchmarking and best practice, to identify opportunities; and also 
their use of the Web-based communication mechanisms of email and VOIP.) This 
analysis revealed that a scant majority of those with high intensity of web use were 
willing to share online (51%). In fact, this was the only group which showed 
willingness to share knowledge online. Approximately two thirds (65%) of those 
who had a low web use intensity said that they were unwilling to share online and, 
not unsurprisingly all of those who did not use the web were unwilling to share 
online (Table 7-41).  
Share Knowledge Online 
Web Use Intensity 
None Low High 
Not Willing 
n 6 26 72 
% 100% 65% 49% 
Willing 
n 0 16 72 
% 0% 35% 51% 
Total n 6 40 146 
 % 100% 100% 100% 
X2 = 8.352a, df = 2, p< .015 
Table 7-41  Willingness to share online by web use intensity 
Channels Used on the Web 
In particular, I sought to establish the range of possible channels for ICT knowledge-
sharing and the factors that influence the decision to use such channels. I explored 
these with the extended interview participants. These respondents were asked for 
their views about the websites of their respective local networks (CamNet and 
BoonGroup). In particular, I wanted their views about using various web 
technologies commonly used in VCoPs and their attitudes towards and use of email, 
online forums and expertise databases.  
My purpose was to identify a combination of channels, including ICT and web-based 
applications, suitable to support a regional knowledge-sharing system among SMEs. 
The literature suggested three social factors – the strength of links between 
participants, the level of trust that participants had towards the channel, and the 
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degree of tacitness of the knowledge shared. To this were added two technology 
variables: the usability of the channel (how useful and easy it was and how well 
respondents accepted it); currency or how up-to-date and reliable was the knowledge 
shared via the channel. An inductive analysis of the interviews was employed to 
clarify key socio-technical factors influencing channel selection and use in 
networking. This confirmed the social and technology factors identified from the 
literature. An additional factor ‘durability’ emerged from the interview data, this 
involved the permanence of the content that was shared.  
From these sources a total of six socio-technical variables were used to analyse the 
data from the extended interview participants: 
Link strength was the degree to which social links were involved in the process of 
knowledge-sharing. When strong bonding occurs through knowledge-sharing on the 
channel the link strength was high. Low link strength indicates that knowledge-
sharing via the channel was occurring across weak bridging links.  
Trustworthiness was the degree of trust participants have in the knowledge-sharing 
channel. It reflects their confidence about the quality of the information they receive. 
It also includes their confidence about how the information which they provide will 
be used and protected from unwanted interference.  
Tacitness (of knowledge) referred to the capacity to share less structured and more 
informal knowledge. Tacitness was high when the knowledge shared on the channel 
was highly tacit and low when the knowledge shared was primarily explicit.  
Usability referred to the user’s perception of the usefulness and ease of use of the 
channel. High usability indicated users’ acceptance of a channel.  
Durability was the permanence of the knowledge content shared on the channel. 
Some media were perceived as more long lasting and were used or not based on this 
perception. Durability was high when the message was perceived as permanent. It 
was low when the user’s perception was that the message content was transient. 
Currency was the degree to which the information was current and up-to-date, and 
thus reliable. Currency was high when the knowledge shared was perceived as up-to-
date.  
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The 23 interview transcripts were analysed and coded to produce an assessment for 
each cell in the matrix presented in Table 7-42.  
  Socio-Technical Dimensions 
 Link Strength Trustworthiness Tacitness Usability Durability Currency 
Email Low Low Low High High High 
Online Forums Moderate Low Moderate High Low Moderate 
Expertise Databases Low High Moderate Moderate High Moderate 
Websites Low High Low Moderate High Moderate 
Face-to-Face High High High Moderate Low High 
Table 7-42  Socio-technical characteristics of knowledge sharing channels.  
This produced an assessment of each channel for each the six socio-technical factors 
as high, moderate or low. I used the six socio-technical factors to assess each of the 
five knowledge-sharing channels in my analysis, the result of which are shown in the 
cells of Table 7-42. 
The email channel showed the following socio-technical profile: Link strength was 
very low because email was seen narrowly as business communication rather than as 
social communication. Trustworthiness was low. There was virtually no confidence 
that senders were able to control, or even know, who received their emails. They 
were also concerned that emails were not able to be protected from unwanted 
interference. Tacitness was low as the knowledge-sharing was highly explicit, 
structured and impersonal. Usability was very high as it was easy and convenient to 
use, although more so by the newer members. Durability was high because once an 
email was ‘out there’ there was no way of removing it. Currency was high as the 
messages exchange was rapid and messages carried dates.  
The profile for the online forums was very different. Link strength was moderate 
because initial contact was via weak bridging links which had the potential to 
develop into stronger links over time. Trustworthiness was low because there was no 
easy way to validate the worth of the information provided and because there was 
little confidence about how information provided would be used. Tacitness was 
moderate as the knowledge-sharing was initially impersonal. However much useful 
tacit information could be obtained from links subsequently established via other 
channels. Usability was judged to be very high because participants familiar with 
forums felt comfortable in using this format. Durability was low unless there was an 
archive of information. Interestingly, participants did not view an archive as 
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worthwhile. Currency was moderate. Although the knowledge-sharing occurred in 
real time online (and hence was up-to-date), there was no way of validating this. I 
asked the respondents whether they would be willing to share information in an 
online forum about a variety of business related information. These were best 
practices, marketing, managing alliances, and innovation. There was a high degree of 
willingness to share on all of these aspects except marketing. The latter had to be far 
more generic before they would share such information. 
Expertise databases provided a communication channel where link strength was low 
as it did not entail rich, personal information sharing. Trustworthiness was high 
because the entry of experts’ details would be managed by the network and limited to 
members who were already trusted. Tacitness was judged to be moderate. Although 
the initial knowledge-sharing was impersonal, it had the potential of providing access 
to useful tacit knowledge via other channels. Usability was viewed as moderate and 
depended on the availability of experts to answer questions or engage in discussion. 
Durability was high as the information would continue to be available in an easily 
accessed form. Currency was overall considered to be moderate, since the value 
depended on the database information being kept up-to-date. 
Both CamNet and BoonGroup had websites where details of all members were listed, 
and they posted information for members to use, however, neither network provided 
members a place where online interaction was able to take place. The socio-technical 
characteristics of website channels were as follows: Link strength of websites was 
low because they were largely used for accessing information via bridging links, and 
social links were rarely involved. Trustworthiness was high because it was the major 
source of specific business information. Tacitness was low because the information 
was purely explicit business knowledge. Usability was moderate. Whilst many 
websites were easy and convenient to use, many were difficult to navigate and there 
was a perception that the needs of small businesses were not being met. Durability 
was high, but once information was placed on the channel it was difficult to get it 
changed or removed. Currency was moderate, because while information should be 
up-to-date, frequently this was not the case. This resulted in the loss of productivity 
and inconvenience to small business users. 
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Examining the socio-technical factors influencing channel choice highlighted the 
strengths and weaknesses of each of the identified channels. The conclusion was that 
all these channels were useful for knowledge-sharing by SMEs in regional business 
networks, and that they could make a contribution if their benefits and limitations 
were understood. An additional strength of this matrix is that it can also be used for 
analysing face-to-face interaction. I have indicated how this can be done by including 
it in the matrix (Table 7-42).These SME participants indicated that face-to-face was a 
highly useable channel where time required for participating in network’s meetings 
was worthwhile as it kept them up-to-date and provided them with valuable 
opportunities for business development. It was clearly the preferred and most trusted 
environment, enabling the building of relationships, solving of problems and 
validating contacts where a sense of camaraderie and strong bonding emerged. The 
socio-technical characteristics of the face-to-face channel were: Link strength was 
very pronounced, visible in social links which formed the basis for knowledge-
sharing at the networking events. Trustworthiness was very high as was indicated by 
their willingness to share their knowledge with other members. Tacitness was high 
and the knowledge-sharing at events was purely an interpersonal exchange. Usability 
was high for those who managed to attend the sessions. For others, difficulties in 
getting to sessions and the timing of events reduced the level of usability. Durability 
was low as no explicit record of interactions was made. Currency was high as the 
knowledge-sharing occurred in real time in interpersonal interactions. 
This examination of the communication channels by these participants using this 
matrix indicated a strong preference for face-to-face interactions when sharing tacit 
knowledge, they were positive about using expertise databases and, to a lesser extent, 
online forums. A surprising finding was their unwillingness to use email because of 
dangers identified in sharing tacit knowledge or information that might be sensitive. 
This was in direct contrast to the large organisational context where email was the 
major source of communication in VCoPs (Wenger et al, 2002). Email was their 
primary technique of business communication which replaced paper-based 
interactions. It was apparent that a well managed website that was easy to use and 
kept up-to-date was an essential foundational channel for such knowledge-sharing 
ICT initiatives in these regional areas. What this analysis has shown is that the matrix 
of socio-technical factors influencing channel use is an extremely powerful tool for 
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analysing interactions particularly those involving ICT and Web-based interactions. 
It provides clear insights into the factors that are influencing interactions in different 
contexts. In analysing the two separate case studies it enabled clear identification of 
the strengths and weaknesses of each of the regional networks online interaction 
potential. Thus those involved in regional networks, and in other non-industry 
aligned SMEs contexts, are provided with a valuable tool for identifying what needs 
to be done to achieve effective online interaction.  
SUMMARY  
This chapter has described the findings from the telephone interviews and includes 
additional factors that emerged from the extended interviews with a targeted 
selection of telephone respondents. In the next chapter I consider these findings and 
others reported in Chapters 5 and 6, in light of the issues raised in my analysis of the 
literature and my own research aims and questions. 
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Chapter 8  
Discussion 
This research aimed to contribute to the understanding of how ICT can be used to 
facilitate knowledge sharing and innovation in regional areas. My focus has been on 
Australia because as an isolated continent Australia has much to gain from strong 
locally based regions with access to, and stimulation from, global ideas. It provided a 
good example for investigating these issues, and as such had significant potential for 
providing insights and conclusions that would be relevant to countries seeking to use 
ICT to develop regional economies and sustain regional communities. 
My primary goal was to understand the value that ICT-based business networks were 
able to provide individual SMEs and the regions themselves. I investigated these 
issues by obtaining the views of small business owners, which were augmented by 
opinions of those involved in regional development. The latter, who I have referred 
to as regional informants throughout, were interested in policy interventions at the 
regional level. Thus they had different interests, roles and experiences from the 
SMEs themselves, who were predominately small business operators inwardly 
focussing on their own business operations rather than on the region as a whole. 
What was interesting was that despite these differences in perspectives there was a 
high correspondence between views of these two regarding the issues under 
investigation in this research. 
My approach was to investigate the question of the value small businesses in regions 
derive from knowledge sharing networks using ICT. I also sought to identify the 
value creation potential those networks offered their regions. To answer this, my 
specific research questions were:  
 What value do SMEs derive from knowledge sharing in regional business 
networks?  
 Can ICT expand the value that SMEs achieve from their networking 
involvement?  
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 What are the key issues involved in managing the incorporation of ICY into 
knowledge sharing between non-industry aligned SMEs?  
 How does the regional context impact on non-industry aligned SMEs ability 
to achieve value for themselves and their regions? 
In this chapter I reflect the finding of my research in light of the theoretical themes 
and questions discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. I open by illustrating the potential that 
knowledge sharing in VCoE offers for developing the three sources of intellectual 
capital (human, structural and external) in regions. I then discuss the contribution 
that VCoE can make to enhance regional social capital. I discuss findings that 
support a number of key success factors in developing and managing VCoE in 
regional contexts. This discussion concludes by identifying how the VCoE concept 
provides an appropriate description of the motivation and activity of online business 
networks amongst SMEs from diverse industries.  
VCOE, KNOWLEDGE SHARING AND INTELLECTUAL CAPITAL  
The significance of intellectual capital for regions is that it represents the knowledge 
and knowing capability of the region and thus the future potential of that region. It is 
as important as tangible assets in the global information economy. Intellectual capital 
is observable in the region’s human capital (people’s know-how and expertise), 
structural capital (collective knowledge and internally shared understanding) and 
external capital (links to those outside). If a region understands these facets of 
intellectual capital, it will be able to assess its resources and capabilities and find 
ways that these can be used to generate new knowledge, and thus value.  
The Camrooka and Boonaburra case studies highlight some of the issues and 
tensions that arise when knowledge produces value in the regional context. Regions 
drive financial value from their knowledge through the three facets of intellectual 
capital (Stewart 1997) which they use to create, transfer, and facilitate innovation 
(Smedlund & Poyhonen 2005). My research findings in Camrooka and Boonaburra 
reinforced the importance of knowledge sharing occurring in the regions’ networks 
for the development of intellectual capital for SMEs and their regions. In the 
following discussion, I identify how VCoE provide potential for developing 
intellectual capital in regions by examining in detail its three types.  
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Human Capital 
SMEs in Camrooka and Boonaburra were the major source of human capital for their 
regions. They were the key economic and employment sources, and as a group 
employed more people than the large organisations and public authorities combined. 
The owners were instrumental to the success of their businesses. The extended 
interview participants indicated that they were achieving significant benefit by 
identifying a niche in the market and targeting it. The owner and staff know-how and 
expertise were vital strategic resources and instrumental to the firms’ success; as 
such they represented major sources of innovation and renewal (Saint-Onge 1996) 
for these firms. 
The SMEs in both regions were extremely small and consequently were faced with 
considerable resource shortages in trying to meet the demands of the knowledge 
economy. Individually they were incorporating strategies to overcome these resource 
shortages, and thus extend their human capital. They achieved this by forming 
business alliances with other (usually larger) firms, by becoming part of and even 
forming buying groups, and by participating in franchises. These human capital 
advantages achieved by individual firms were not extended by involvement in 
networks. The majority of the telephone respondents indicated that they were making 
limited use of their regional networks to extend their knowledge. Rather, they were 
used as a mechanism of connecting with others, indicated by their use of networks as 
a source of identifying new opportunities.  
The SMEs’ human capital was extended by their wide use the Web. It was their 
primary source for obtaining information, and the principal mechanism for business 
communication. This regular use of the Web for sourcing information coupled with 
their observable willingness to use it for communication indicates that there is 
significant potential for developing online networking, thus the VCoE concept is 
appropriate for extending the human capital in the regional context. VCoE have the 
ability to enhance Web-based information by establishing a mechanism for regular 
communication between members of regional business networks such as CamNet 
and BoonGroup. VCoE would enable information, knowledge and ideas to be shared 
among members and thus develop the human capital on a continuous basis. This 
would be valuable because the practice of most regional business networks is to have 
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significant delays between forums. In the case of CamNet and BoonGroup this was 
quarterly and monthly. It became clear that SMEs could see the potential value of 
VCoE in providing them access to information sources online. However, VCoE 
would require skilful management to be successful. These issues will be outlined 
later in this chapter in the section on ‘Managing VCoEs’.  
Structural Capital 
Structural capital refers to the collective knowledge possessed by members of a 
network or region that provides competitive advantage to both (Brown & Duguid 
1991). This is expressed in the way business is conducted and in the tools which are 
used to enable members to access the knowledge held within the network or region. 
For clarity I will discuss the implications of my findings separately for networks and 
regions in because inherent contextual nature of structural capital. 
Networks 
In regions where there is no overriding industry providing access to competitive 
advantage, networks such as CamNet and BoonGroup are important for SMEs. It 
was evident that SMEs became members of these networks believing that this 
entitled them to shared information, knowledge and contacts, which were not readily 
available in their regions by any other means. This was clearly expressed by 
members of CamNet who strongly believed that their membership had provided them 
with business opportunities that would not have been otherwise possible. Benefits 
from the networks were also exhibited in the informal mentoring that was occurring 
within the networks. There were signs that the strong structural capital that had been 
developed in CamNet was being adversely affected by recent moves towards 
preferential treatment of large organisations. Thus SMEs were concerned that the 
network’s structural capital developed was no longer as well aligned with their needs 
and as a result they were losing access to opportunities they expected as members of 
the network.  
In BoonGroup there was very strong structural capital. Access to this structural 
capital was problematic for newer members. The more established members did not 
include the newer members and share their collective knowledge which provided 
considerable business advantages to them. As a result, newer members did not 
CHAPTER 8 - DISCUSSION 
190 
believe that they were achieving the anticipated benefits of membership and there 
was in a large turnover of newer members.  
My research has shown that developing structural capital in regional networks where 
there is no coordinating mechanism such as an industry is problematic. In both 
networks members joined anticipating that they would achieve benefits by accessing 
the networks collective learning. Reliance on cooperation without a clearly defined 
business focus, such as an industry, is also problematic. In both networks there were 
issues that emerged in accessing structural capital. In BoonGroup, the strong bonding 
between the established businesses had effectively excluded the newer ones from 
access to its structural capital. In CamNet they believed that they no longer had 
adequate access to the network’s intellectual capital because of a changing network 
focus.  
Regions 
Neither region had developed to the point where they could be described as having 
established path dependency (unique regional value) (Krugman 1991) an essential 
identifier of a mature cluster. Camrooka was more developed in this sense. It was 
perceived as a dynamic region with a national reputation for being innovative. 
Several of the extended interview participants indicated that they had been attracted 
to set up business in the region because of its reputation for being supportive towards 
SMEs. They anticipated that by going there they would be entitled to the region’s 
collective knowledge which was essential for their competitive success. This 
appeared to be happening as it was growing rapidly and was described as being an 
advantaged region within Australia in its role of acting as a service centre for 
surrounding communities (Baum et al. 2007). 
Dominion Bank had been instrumental in developing the structural capital in the 
region. It had put in place many initiatives to encourage business and was proactively 
encouraging SMEs and interaction between the various entities within the region. It 
had been instrumental in establishing regional infrastructure initiatives which were 
facilitating the structural capital of the region, for example the formation of a local 
telecommunications company to provide high speed access in this peripheral region. 
It was also instrumental in the formation of CamNet which, as mentioned above, was 
providing significant competitive advantages to SMEs in the region.  
CHAPTER 8 - DISCUSSION 
191 
It is important that SMEs benefit from their region’s structural capital. Lack of 
access has economic implications not only for the SMEs but for the region as a 
whole. In Boonaburra this was problematic for SMEs because this region was geared 
towards the large organisations, and thus the region’s collective knowledge was less 
relevant for SMEs. This was most apparent in the region’s CEOs network that 
focussed on ensuring a large organisational presence was retained within the region. 
SMEs in this region were very aware of the implications this had for them, and many 
indicated that they found operating in the region difficult. They were unsure where to 
obtain the information that was necessary for their success, even though there were a 
large number of instrumentalities eager to assist them. An indicator was that none of 
the extended interview participants chose to be based in Boonaburra for business 
reasons. SMEs were focussed on their individual needs rather than those of the 
region. The role of networks was instrumental to the success of SMEs and their 
regions. BoonGroup members found that it was important for providing them access 
to regional knowledge that would otherwise be unavailable.  
ICT is an important enabler of structural capital in regions. ICT provides the most 
effective mechanism by which SMEs can access regional information important to 
their success. As discussed in Chapter 3, an essential element of any knowledge 
management strategy is having a knowledge base where knowledge is captured and 
stored so for later reuse (Kankanhalli et al. 2003). Thus, the business network 
providing an ICT-enabled knowledge base becomes an integral part of VCoEs’ 
incorporation into the regional context as a source of sharing the structural capital of 
the region.  
External Capital 
External capital is the value of knowledge derived from links with those external to 
the firm, network or region (Bontis 2002). These linkages are an important source of 
new knowledge which is essential for remaining competitive in a global 
environment. They are also essential for innovation to emerge. The discussion below 
illustrates the importance that external capital had for SMEs at the firm, network and 
regional levels in the two regions studied. As most of the SMEs were conducting the 
majority of their business within the region, links to those external to the region was 
limited. 
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CamNet and BoonGroup were important for these SMEs. They established and 
maintained links to those beyond the region, thus providing their members access to 
vital information and knowledge. BoonGroup actively lobbied governments and 
other instrumentalities on behalf of its members and shared this information with its 
members via its forums and websites. SMEs also raised issues that required 
BoonGroup to deal with external entities for them. Through its external, particularly 
international, linkages BoonGroup facilitated SMEs when seeking to extend their 
operations beyond Boonaburra.  
CamNet was not established to be a lobby group; however, it provided linkages to 
external entities by other means. One was the establishment, in cooperation with 
State and national governments, of an Export network in the region. This provided 
members interested in exporting direct access to the necessary government 
authorities and government figures, such as embassy staff from other countries. Two 
of the extended interview participants indicated the instrumental role this had in 
enabling them to establish linkages and thus export opportunities, both were 
successfully operating internationally.  
Because CamNet and BoonGroup SMEs were from a diverse range of industries, 
they were not using their networks to share knowledge about their industry practices. 
Most SMEs were involved in professional or industry networks which now operated 
on a State, national or even international level using the Web. Members of these 
professional and industry networks acted as boundary spanners sharing knowledge 
with regional network members from outside the region. 
The Web is clearly an essential tool for accessing external capital. CamNet and 
BoonGroup were providing a valuable role for their members by establishing and 
retaining links to sources of external capital. The potential of VCoE in sourcing 
external capital is high; especially as members were convinced of the value such 
interaction would provide them. They did not perceive VCoE as a source of direct 
industry and professional practice information which was accessed from other 
sources. Instead VCoE were viewed as a mechanism for linking SMEs within the 
network to each other, thus providing access to business opportunities and assistance 
in strategic level information from external sources.  
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I have indicated that there is considerable human, structural and external capital 
inherent in the intellectual capital of SMEs, their regional business networks and 
their regions. VCoE have a useful role to play in extending the intellectual capital of 
regions: They can extend the region’s human capital by providing an ongoing means 
of sharing its knowledge and expertise. VCoE can advance the region’s structural 
capital by improving its collective learning capacity, an essential prerequisite for a 
region to develop into an innovative milieu. VCoE can enable internally focussed 
SMEs’ access to external capital, enhancing the region’s competitive strength and 
innovative potential.  
I have illustrated the importance of intellectual capital for regions. Accessing 
intellectual capital requires social connection and the mechanism for achieving such 
social connection is having strong social capital. Thus for a region to achieve full 
benefit of their intellectual capital an essential prerequisite is the existence of strong 
social capital.  
DEVELOPING SOCIAL CAPITAL THROUGH VCOE 
Social capital is important for regions and their networks as it involves the ties of 
obligation, trust, shared values and mutual support which enable members to access 
value (Huysman & Wulf 2004). Social capital is the mechanism by which SMEs are 
able to access the value inherent in the network or region’s intellectual capital. The 
findings of my research underline the importance of social capital for business 
networks and VCoE. They illustrate how the formation of VCoE depends on existing 
social capital in networks and regions, and in turn how VCoE contribute to the 
development of intellectual capital and the expansion of social capital in those 
contexts. The three dimensions of social capital provide a useful conceptual 
framework for this discussion. The cognitive dimension indicates the common 
understandings SMEs have about what can be achieved by their network or region, 
and involves the norms and obligations that define its shared culture. The relational 
dimension indicates how strong the relationships amongst members are, and 
indicates their level of social integration within the network or region. The network 
ties dimension indicates how strong the ‘ties’ are that bind members together, the 
stronger the ties the greater the access to the network or regions’ knowledge and 
resources.  
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Cognitive Dimension of Social Capital 
The cognitive dimension of social capital is the norms and values that members share 
so that they know what is expected of members in that network including how they 
should interact with members and with those external to the network. In both 
CamNet and BoonGroup there was evidence that the cognitive dimension was 
strong. Members had a clear idea of what was the expected of them, how they should 
interact with each other and how they should treat ‘outsiders’.  
The cognitive social capital in CamNet was most evident in members’ networking, 
which was highly valued. The forums were engineered so members sat with different 
people on each occasion and this meant they should proactively interact with each 
other. The topics of the forums were focussed on SMEs’ strategic interests. As 
members of CamNet they could expect a level of respect in Camrooka that might not 
be otherwise be achievable. Internally members were treated equally regardless of 
the size of their business. Should a member require assistance, this was usually 
provided without expectation of reward as the value of improving the region as a 
whole overrode any immediate benefits to the individual SME. CamNet membership 
provided them privileged access and benefits not achievable in any other way.  
BoonGroup members had similar clear expectations of what their membership 
entailed. They anticipated membership to provide them recognition within the 
business community that was otherwise not available. Members were quite clear 
about what the network would provide. On demand assistance was available from 
paid staff that ran the network. However, without a formal (industry focussed) 
network to clarify expectations there was a mismatch of expectations. SMEs 
expressed some dissatisfaction with the network which they perceived as not 
conforming to their expected values. In CamNet the larger members were demanding 
and being given preferential treatment which was adversely affecting the smaller 
ones. The result was a significant diminution in forum attendance by smaller 
members. In BoonGroup long term members, and those large organisations, were 
viewed as being given preferential treatment. The result was a significant turnover 
among newer members who did not continue their involvement. 
My findings indicate that a network needs to develop cognitive social capital. If this 
is not done, moving networking online in a VCoE becomes difficult. The cognitive 
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dimension forms the basis for online interaction and without it there is little chance 
for online interaction to occur. For example, SMEs in BoonGroup were actively 
using the network’s website to obtain information; however, none of them was 
willing to share knowledge online. Conversely, CamNet’s website was not used, 
even though, its members were far more willing to be involved in online knowledge 
sharing.  
This discussion of the cognitive dimension of social capital highlights the 
inappropriateness of implementing ICT and anticipating that this will generate 
interaction. These initiatives would have a higher degree of success if the cognitive 
dimension social capital was strong. Once this is in place the introduction of ICT has 
far greater potential for success.  
Relational Dimension of Social Capital  
The relational dimension of social capital refers to how embedded members are in 
their networks. My findings show that the relational dimension of social capital was 
highly significant. The interviewees in all three stages indicated that embeddedness 
in their regions was a facilitator of business success. This was observable in a high 
level of regional loyalty. Those perceived as a local found this most beneficial, but, it 
was a significant barrier to overcome for newcomers when seeking to establish their 
businesses in the region. This was far more pronounced in Boonaburra than in 
Camrooka. 
Membership of the local business networks of CamNet and BoonGroup provided 
newcomers with a means of being accepted into the business culture in the region. 
CamNet recognised this hurdle and had been instrumental in establishing a 
‘Newcomers’ network. Not only did this provide contacts for new businesses which 
were essential for their acceptance, it also was facilitating the transition of partners 
and children into the region. The latter indicates the interrelationship between 
business and social life which was a defining feature of the districts of Third Italy 
where socio-economic networks were described as instrumental to their success 
(Becattini 1990).  
The importance of such socio-economic networks was observable in the wide variety 
of ‘business networks’ in which SMEs were involved that were ostensibly not 
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business related. Rather, they were community networks involving sporting bodies 
and the like. It was clear that the SMEs were indeed achieving business value from 
such involvement. In addition the large majority that reported benefits from 
networking, even when their activity was not high suggests that the development of 
the relational dimension was paramount to their involvement in CamNet and 
BoonGroup.  
In contrast, there was a lack of evidence that specific business information was 
frequently accessed or offered through their networks. The large number of networks 
accessed, suggests a pervasive inclination to connect with other businesses in the 
region. They did not expect a great deal of specific, useful information relevant to 
their businesses but believed it was important to belong. The importance of 
connectivity and belonging was evidenced by the lack of differentiation in declared 
benefits of networking benefits between those who were operating predominantly 
within the region as opposed to those externally focussed SMEs. It is apparent that 
relational capital is the chief value of networks at this moment. 
Trust is an essential component of relational capital. Two forms are relevant to the 
regional context: institutional trust and knowledge based trust. Institutional trust 
develops where the members of the network believe that the ‘rules of governance’ 
are so transparent that members are confident that if they abide by these they will not 
be adversely impacted upon by the organisation. Knowledge based trust relates to the 
individuals’ knowing each other so well that they can anticipate how the other will 
react in a given circumstance. There were moderate levels of institution trust in both 
networks. The discussion of the cognitive dimension of social capital illustrated how 
members of BoonGroup were feeling alienated from their network. This loss of 
institutional trust was indicated in their expressed concern that the network was 
geared more towards large organisations and leading identities in the region rather 
than on the SMEs themselves. The plateauing of involvement by SMEs in CamNet 
that became evident in the third stage interviews emerged from declining institutional 
trust, where changes in the network were adversely impacting on them. A typical 
example was the SME that was unable to have a presence at a business expo because 
a large organisational sponsor had insisted on exclusivity at this event. Institutional 
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trust that the network is acting in their best interests is also important, without this 
SMEs will not commit to the move online through the implementation of VCoE.  
Knowledge-based trust is observable in relations between members. It is developed 
through a history of ongoing interactions where the members develop trust that they 
know how each other will react in a given circumstances. There was a significantly 
higher level of knowledge-based trust expressed by SMEs in CamNet than those in 
BoonGroup. The importance of building trust in the face-to-face context prior to 
incorporating online knowledge sharing was illustrated by BoonGroup members 
where none of the extended interview participants were willing to share knowledge 
in online forums, whereas in CamNet most were willing. This indicates the 
importance of face-to-face networking connection as a pre-requisite for the 
development of online networking. Face-to-face is the preferred and trusted form of 
interaction, even for those conducting business outside the region. There is scope to 
further develop trust in these networks, and this has a considerable way to go 
especially in the online context. Previous research in online interaction has identified 
trust as a major challenge (Daniel 2003, Dewhurst & Cegarra Navarro 2004, 
Steinmuller 2004, Zarraga-Oberty & De Saa-Perez 2006), this has be established 
before VCoE can be successfully incorporated into the SME regional context. A high 
degree of knowledge based trust between members is an essential pre-requisite to the 
formation of social capital which is an instrumental driver of VCoE, without this 
there is little possibility of the VCoE being sustainable.  
Network Ties in Social Capital  
Network ties are central to understanding the role of social capital in regions. They 
indicate the strength of the relationships between members in a network. It is a group 
process where strong ties bind members together around their cognitive dimension of 
social capital. The strength of ties is observable in two forms, bonding occurs when 
members are tied together by a sense of identification and mutual support (based on 
their shared cognitive dimension), and bridging occurs when a member is a member 
of two networks, in this role the member is able to contribute knowledge from one 
network to the other (Putnam 2000).  
Strong bonding was evident in both regions and their networks. At the regional level 
this was observable in the ‘regional loyalty’ to those accepted as local. This provided 
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considerable benefits for those perceived as local. Such bonding is really useful when 
regions and networks are faced with difficulties as the members coalesce into a 
cohesive whole supporting each other through the crisis. This was observable in 
Boonaburra which had been affected by large organisations leaving the region. The 
remaining businesses formed into a tight-knit inwardly focussed group which 
supported those perceived as members. Thus the region had been able to remain 
viable and overcome these difficult times. 
There is, however, a negative side to bonding, and this occurs when the bonding 
becomes so strong that new knowledge is unable to enter. This occurred in 
Boonaburra where the strong bonding provided benefits for those who were local, 
but was an almost insurmountable barrier for newcomers entering the region. This 
was evidenced by the fact that none of the SMEs in the extended interviews indicated 
that they had moved into the region for business reasons, rather it was driven by 
personal and lifestyle choices. It had flow-on effects within BoonGroup where there 
was a considerable turnover in new members at the monthly forums. This was 
amplified by the fact that there was a low number of newer businesses in BoonGroup 
and only one in the extended interview participants.  
It is essential for networks and their regions to have a combination of bonding and 
bridging network ties (DCITA 2005b, Pulic 2005, Rocha & Sternberg 2005, 
Steinfield 2004). Bridging ties are particularly important for bringing in new 
knowledge which is essential for innovation to emerge. Besides strong bonding at the 
network and regional level Camrooka had significant bridging ties with external 
entities. There is a strong link between external capital and bridging ties, where ties 
are the mechanism that provides access to external capital. An example was the 
Export Network where members had the potential to able to bring valuable export 
information back into CamNet and the region via bridging links with embassy staff 
and government trade entities.  
At the regional level the Dominion Bank was providing valuable bridging links to 
those external to the region. In fact it was acting as a bridge entrepreneur for SMEs 
in the region (Boschma & Lambooy 2002) by encouraging business into the region. 
In addition it had formed CamNet to facilitate collaboration between SMES in the 
region and was providing them access to finance and external entities. The value 
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facilitated by its proactive use of external links had considerable flow on effects to 
the region thus ensuring its long term viability.  
Neither the regional contexts under investigation had an overriding industry or MNC 
to coordinate their operations and provide SMEs access to external and global links. 
Their regional business networks were providing the only cohesive force for SMEs 
in both regions and thus were wroth investing in.  
MANAGING VCOES 
The foregoing discussion has identified VCoE as a model that could assist regional 
SMEs incorporating ICT to share knowledge and create value. Extending the value 
occurring in CoEs online in the form of VCoE requires careful management. 
Although appropriate technology is an essential component it is not the most 
important factor influencing the success of VCoE. Social and management issues are 
instrumental. This section identifies the operational and management structures need 
to be in place for a VCoE to be successful. Consistent with most network 
organisations both BoonGroup and CamNet had minimal organisational structures. 
They were controlled by a managing committee which appointed an executive officer 
for the daily management of the network and members. In BoonGroup all members 
were equal, however, in CamNet there were three levels of membership based on 
fees, the extra fees enabled members to display promotional material and to host 
additional attendees at events. 
Other researchers have also identified these factors as crucial for VCoPs (Dube et al. 
2005, Lee et al. 2002, Lemons 2005, Smeds & Alvesalo 2003) the findings of this 
research indicate that a strong committee focused on the VCoE enterprise culture and 
effective management of the VCoE are needed to facilitate member involvement. 
Developing a VCoE is a far more complex task in regions where there is no large 
organisation or industry structure to lead this development. My research showed that 
in such regional networks a committee of management was responsible for guiding 
the network. These committees of management appear to be the logical choice to 
lead any VCoE initiatives as they were managing their regional networks well. SME 
participants in both networks believed that the committees were instrumental to the 
ongoing success of their networks and were the key factors bonding the members 
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together. The committees were also successfully promoting the networks in the 
regions and obtaining the necessary sponsorship to ensure their ongoing operations.  
Finance in volunteer organisations is a significant hurdle. It has to be sourced for 
infrastructure, personnel and resources. Financial membership is essential for 
maintaining the network’s day-to-day operations. In CamNet and BoonGroup 
member fees were responsible for providing the funds for ongoing management of 
the network. Unless membership was maintained at a certain level this could not 
occur. The committee was responsible for promoting the network within the region 
to encourage new members and also by keeping in contact with existing members to 
ensure their ongoing commitment. To achieve this, members must be convinced that 
the focus of the network is clearly centred on them. If not, SMEs will readily 
recognise this and cease involvement, with long term implications for the viability of 
the network. 
An essential component of the enterprise culture in VCoE is achieving financial 
support from larger organisations to hold regular forums where smaller members can 
interact (Taylor & Plummer 2003). In both networks the committee of management 
was instrumental in seeking such support. This committee has a difficult role in 
obtaining this financial support whilst ensuring that the core values visible in the 
cognitive dimension of social capital are not undermined. This was indicated in 
CamNet, where the committee allowed larger organisations to exert an influence 
which SMEs perceived as conflicting with their expectations of the network.  
An equally important issue for VCoEs in regional networks is to have effective 
management. In VCoPs a key sponsor task is to nominate a full-time leader to 
coordinate and manage its daily operations who also ensures that the VCoP is 
sustained by stimulating membership commitment when it begins to wane (Dube et 
al. 2005, Kimball & Ladd 2004). My research indicated that a well managed network 
was essential for retaining members’ involvement. Paid employees to manage the 
day-to-day operations of the network were significant in this. BoonGroup 
membership was large enough to support part-time staff to manage its operations 
where a manager was supported by additional staff. This was proving successful and 
SMEs were positive about how well managed the network was particularly the rapid 
response to their requests. CamNet’s membership was considerably smaller and was 
CHAPTER 8 - DISCUSSION 
201 
initially managed for a year by a person provided by the local government. When this 
time had expired the management was taken over by volunteer members. Although 
SMEs admired the time and effort that these volunteers put in the result had been 
unsatisfactory. Members found that there was a lack of response to simple requests 
and they were becoming disenchanted with the network as a result.  
A VCoP leader facilitates the social interaction among members by stimulating their 
involvement and ensuring that the focus remains on the practice’s domain of 
knowledge which was the key reason for its existence (Saint-Onge & Wallace 2003). 
In the large organisational context this is achieved by ensuring that VCoP members 
had the opportunity to meet face-to-face in conferences and similar events. Hildreth 
(2004) found that if this was not undertaken members lost interest which led to the 
VCoPs demise. This is perhaps especially important for a VCoE in the regional 
context. In BoonGroup the manager was responsible for organising the regular 
forums where the network was instigated by giving members an opportunity to meet 
face-to-face. However, the activity itself was also important. When the topic was not 
seen as relevant, members did not attend and instead of the forum stimulating 
involvement it was actually leading to a loss of interest.  
The decision to implement a VCoE requires additional technology and infrastructure 
to be in place for online operations to successfully occur. A key structural enabler of 
intellectual capital when moving CoEs into the virtual domain is having effective 
ICT infrastructure. While ICT infrastructure is not the starting point for the creation 
of VCoE, a well maintained website is an effective boundary object, and as such it 
would provide up-to-date information essential for the ongoing effective 
communication process between the CoE and its members on which intellectual 
capital can be generated. ICT infrastructure emerged as extremely significant in the 
regional context. Although CamNet and BoonGroup had websites the way they were 
managed was extremely significant to their use. In BoonGroup the paid staff were 
responsible for this and were doing it so well that all SMEs were actively using it. 
Once again, use of volunteers was problematic in CamNet members complained that 
it was an extremely poor performer, so bad in fact that none of the extended 
interview participants were actually using it. In addition members must have 
technological trust that the ICT provided is reliable and able to meet their needs. 
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Trust in the technology is important to its acceptance. BoonGroup members were 
indicating strong technological trust, however the considerable lack of trust of 
CamNet’s members in their website resulted in it not being used. This dissonance 
highlights the importance of ensuring that after the initial flush of success with ICT, 
it is properly maintained to ensure its sustainability. 
Large organisations have realised the importance of having a knowledge repository 
that assists its staff to share explicit knowledge that can be later accessed 
economically (Kankanhalli et al. 2003). CamNet and BoonGroup both had all their 
member details listed for ready access on their website and members supported the 
idea of extending this to include expertise databases. However, expertise databases 
require considerable resources to be established. Neither CamNet nor BoonGroup 
had these resources to hand. The committee could play a vital role in marshalling 
these resources, possibly through lobbying governments to provide grants for such 
special projects. The revamp of BoonGroup’s website, which had proved successful, 
was achieved in this manner. 
This discussion has considered how VCoEs could be implemented and managed in 
the regional non-industry context. It outlines the key factors that need to be in place 
to ensure successful transition to the online environment, thus extending the value 
members were achieving in their face-to-face interaction. This has shown that a 
volunteer committee of management was capable of championing the network to 
encourage members’ involvement and also of obtaining sponsorship to ensure 
financial support. They were providing adequate resources on which VCoEs could be 
built and sustained. A VCoE cannot be effectively developed without a well 
managed network where paid employees are available to deal with the daily 
operations of the network and to ensure that the infrastructure in particular ICT and 
the website is functioning properly. Key to this is ensuring that the network is 
providing an environment, both face-to-face and online, that is stimulating an 
enterprise culture that addresses members’ strategic orientations. 
BENEFITS OF VCOES 
The way virtual environments are appropriated significantly impacts on the 
contribution that VCoE can make, as the SME members’ involvement is subjective 
and is associated with the relevance to their needs (Tang & Yang 2005, Vaast 2004). 
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Neither, CamNet or BoonGroup networks had the capability to extend the 
interpersonal networking into the online environment, thus forming a VCoE. The 
potential that ICT offered SMEs for extending the value achieved in CoEs was 
explored with the extended interview participants. This provided insights about the 
benefits that VCoEs offer as a mechanism for stimulating regional non-aligned 
SMEs.  
Extending Networking using Expertise Databases 
SMEs’ involvement in their regional networks (CoEs) provided value through 
networking itself. The benefit of this networking was limited to the networking 
events which occurred relatively infrequently. Of all the potential forms of online 
interaction explored with the extended interview participants, expertise databases 
were identified as most beneficial. It became apparent that SMEs recognised 
expertise databases as an electronic form of extending the benefits they were 
achieving through social capital development. ICT enabled direct contact to others 
who were trusted. This provided a trusted means of accessing resources required in 
their businesses with the potential to extend business opportunities and build on 
existing intellectual capital. SMEs recognised that expertise databases were capable 
of addressing their strategic requirements. SMEs almost universal willingness to use 
expertise databases indicates that they have high utility for regional networks.  
Expertise databases are an excellent means of incorporating ICT into CoEs. Once 
established they require relatively few resources to maintain. The establishment of 
the database would require significant investment in time and resources; however, 
the most problematic issue is correctly identifying who has what expertise, and this 
needs careful handling. The best source of identifying SMEs needs is the SMEs’ 
themselves. A potential problem is that a nominated expert would be so frequently 
contacted that this could negatively impact on that business. Moving online would 
enable SMEs to access human capital in regions, via expertise databases so that those 
with the expertise could provide assistance most readily to those who needed it.  
Face-to-face and Online Interaction  
Governments have supported the development of ICT infrastructure in the belief that 
this will stimulate online interaction. It has been suggested that the focus should be 
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on socio-technical issues rather than concentrating on technology (Gengatharen & 
Standing 2005). My research supports this view, it illustrates the importance that 
social capital, particularly trust, has as a prerequisite for online knowledge sharing. I 
found that even when SMEs are conversant with, and regularly using ICT in their 
daily operations, this did not translate to a willingness to share online. Two issues 
associated with trust influence the move to the online environment. An essential pre-
requisite is having established adequate knowledge-based trust between members in 
the face-to-face context. In addition, members need to have institutional trust in the 
network. Only when these two forms of trust are in place will online interaction 
flourish. This was in evidenced when CamNet participants expressed readiness to use 
online forums when the BoonGroup was totally unwilling to consider them. This 
finding is particularly important given that BoonGroup had a website that was 
actively used by all extended interview participants  
Culture of Innovation and Online Forums  
CoEs can stimulate an innovative culture in regions. Innovation is generated based 
on an enterprise culture where latent human capital is developed via collaboration 
among SMEs. My research indicated that an enterprise culture was shared amongst 
SMEs and in CamNet and there was evidence that it was a CoE. Virtually all the 
extended interview participants indicated that they were willing to share information 
about innovation and innovative ideas. Innovation could not be achieved alone, 
rather it was a collaborative process where its true value was realised in symbiotic 
interaction. Extending this into the online environment of a VCoE requires that this 
collaborative interaction is able to continue. Online forums provide an appropriate 
channel of which such interaction could occur. SMEs willing to use online forums 
were equally willing to share innovative ideas with other members. Several issues 
were identified that needed to be in place for such interaction to be effective:  
 The online forum should be limited to network members.  
 A forum-manager was essential to ensure that discussions were monitored 
and facilitated so that the discussions were kept relevant.  
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 The costs necessary to establish and maintain such a forum were a concern as 
neither network offered them. SMEs did not want to see other network 
resources negatively impacted by VCoEs’ introduction.  
By establishing online forums to facilitate knowledge sharing between members the 
potential for establishing learning regions is extended. An enterprise culture plays a 
key role in obtaining members’ commitment to VCoE. This is founded on SME 
members’ strategic orientation towards their involvement in their non-industry 
aligned network.  
In regions where there is an innovative milieu the potential for clustering is enhanced 
(Capello 1999, Keeble & Wilkinson 1999, Maskell & Kebir 2006). Neither region in 
my research indicated that they had developed their collective learning to the extent 
of being an innovative milieu. The unifying and coordinating factors of local loyalty, 
focus on the enterprise culture and social capital were present. Innovation, however, 
needs to be driven by leadership in a region based on social capital. In regions where 
there is no industry focus to do provide this leadership a VCoE can be such a tool. 
Thus VCoE provide a resource with the potential to facilitate the development of 
regional clusters.  
CONCEPTUALISING VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES OF ENTERPRISE 
I have illustrated how the proposed concept of the VCoE concept provides an 
appropriate description of the motivation and activity of online business networks 
amongst regional SMEs from diverse industries. The evidence from my findings 
supports this concept in that participants did not indicate that they were interested in 
accessing specific knowledge about their particular business practices, nor were the 
particularly willing to share their own knowledge, especially not online. This practice 
based information was obtained from other sources, such as industry links.  
They used their business networks to make connections and share knowledge about 
strategic level matters such as business opportunities, locating resources especially 
finance and locating business alliances. These networks, conceptualised as CoEs, 
appear to be generating and sustaining considerable social capital, particularly in 
relations and developing strong ties. They valued these connections with other SMEs 
through networks even when their network involvement was not high. VCoE’s main 
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contribution is to stimulate the social capital in regions and make the region’s 
inherent intellectual capital accessible to its SMEs.  
Whilst VCoE’s contribution is likely to be social capital initially, the ostensible 
reason for the existence of these business networks is their facilitation of intellectual 
capital and knowledge sharing. Such contribution to intellectual capital is essential 
for an innovative region to develop where collective learning enables a learning 
region to emerge. There is room to develop this dimension and it is essential to 
support the dynamic links and innovation as sought by industry clusters. For this to 
occur requires high levels of institutional trust need to be developed. To achieve this, 
active and informed management of regional networks and their online facilities will 
be required. This research has identified key factors involved in such management. 
There is a great deal to be gained from VCoEs, but, this will take time. First, the 
development of social capital needs to be embedded, which requires strategies at 
both the network and a regional level. Only then can an innovative milieu emerge.
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Chapter 9  
Conclusion 
In this research I sought to understand how ICT could enhance knowledge sharing to 
provide value for SMEs and their regions. I examined this issue by obtaining the 
views of regional economic development leaders and SMEs themselves on 
knowledge sharing both in face-to-face networking and via the Internet. I outlined 
the concept of VCoE (Virtual Community of Enterprise) to describe networks of 
firms not linked by a particular industry. This concept enabled new understandings to 
emerge into ways the Internet could be integrated into SMEs’ knowledge sharing. By 
investigating the potential for VCoE development in the regional context, the 
approaches for achieving value in regions were placed within the broader context of 
the global information economy. I also considered implications of using non-industry 
aligned regional networks as the context for extending SMEs knowledge online. 
This research strongly indicated that it is necessary to understand the underlying 
social dynamics of a region if a successful VCoE is to be established. Knowing the 
local circumstances is important because regions are both socially and economically 
unique. Group development may be the precursor to VCoEs establishment. The 
development of both intellectual and social capital is important for an online 
network, but social capital is instrumental for such initiatives to succeed. The 
contributions of this research arose out of asking a question which had not been 
posed in the same way before. 
CONTRIBUTIONS 
The main contributions to knowledge from this research are described below.  
 It provided new insights on the business practices of regional SMEs and 
developed the concepts of Community of Enterprise (CoE) and Virtual 
Community of Enterprise (VCoE) to capture the special nature of business 
networks in those regions and the focus of their knowledge sharing. This 
concept extends the (Virtual Community of Practice (VCoP) concept on 
which it is based, but distinguishes the focus of online knowledge-sharing in 
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the two contexts, resulting in greater conceptual clarity. The VCoE concept is 
particularly relevant to business networks in multi-industry contexts, an area 
in which there is little systematic research. This research adds to that body of 
knowledge.  
 It provided new perspectives on the ways that value could be derived from 
knowledge-sharing in SME-based networks in regions. It showed that social 
capital is an essential pre-requisite for accessing the value of intellectual 
capital. This has significant implications for the ways that CoEs and VCoEs 
are developed and managed. The importance of social capital as a foundation 
for successful knowledge-sharing networks is particularly relevant when 
developing those networks online and underlines the significance of 
maintaining face-to-face interaction as the way such networks operate. The 
findings strongly reinforced the importance of trust (both institutional and 
knowledge-based trust) which is a central dimension of social capital.  
 The research outlined key elements that need to be addressed when 
establishing and maintaining VCoEs. These elements included both the mix 
of applications and the management of the networks and their online 
activities. While these findings increase our understanding of the 
management dynamics of online networks, they can also provide guidance to 
those seeking to establish successful VCoEs.   
A prior understanding of a region’s cultural context is essential for developing online 
initiatives in order to stimulate value through knowledge sharing. The SME owners 
who participated in this study were reluctant to share specific business knowledge 
and were particularly averse to doing so online, thus many value opportunities are 
lost both for SMEs and their regions. This research highlighted the reasons behind 
that reluctance. 
LIMITATIONS 
The research findings must, of course, be considered carefully in the context of the 
research design. I conducted the case studies to gain an in-depth understanding of the 
perspectives and experiences of the participants, while this yielded rich data and new 
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insights, the scope of the research was necessarily limited and generalisation from 
the data is not possible.  
Specifically: 
 The two regions chosen were economically successful and renowned for their 
networking activity. The findings therefore are not representative of regional 
Australia. The differing findings in these two regions illustrate the uniqueness 
of each region and studies of other regions are likely to reveal other important 
issues that did not arise here. 
 I was not able to speak with all SME owners in the two regions and so I 
selected only those who were already involved in a network because their 
experience would provide a more informed view of knowledge-sharing and 
the potential for VCoE development. In doing so I have undoubtedly included 
people who have a particularly positive view of both networks and 
knowledge-sharing, more so than was the case for the general population of 
SMEs in those regions.  
 Although there was a high response rate to the telephone survey and the 
participant interviews, those SME owners who agreed to participate cannot be 
assumed to be representative of all members of those networks. Again, they 
are more likely to be enthusiasts and to have provided a positive view of 
knowledge-sharing. 
 The research was oriented to online knowledge-sharing and I expected to find 
more examples of virtual networking and even incipient VCoEs. However, in 
neither region had the networks developed to that stage. Many of the opinions 
expressed, therefore, were hypothetical because the respondents did not have 
actual experience of a fully-fledged online network or VCoE. As a result, 
these findings should be regarded as provisional.  
Despite the limitations of this research the rich data contributed new insights into the 
potential of online business networks, organised as VCoEs, to enhance the value 
SMEs obtain from their knowledge sharing. It yielded ideas and suggested 
relationships which can be addressed in subsequent research. 
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FURTHER DIRECTIONS 
This research clearly showed that it is necessary to understand the underlying social 
dynamics of an SME network if a successful VCoE is to be established. It also 
suggested ways in which these dynamics should be managed in actual VCoE 
development. There is scope to test these suggested relationships in further research 
by, for example: 
 Conducting a survey of a sample of CoEs and VCoEs (where these can be 
identified) to obtain a broader view of these relationships.  
 Extending the investigation into other national and cultural contexts, 
especially non-European contexts, to ascertain the general application of the 
findings of this study and identify additional issues in a variety of contexts. 
 Extending the research with a more specific measure of ‘value’, including 
more detailed assessment of both the intellectual and social capital developed 
through networking and online networking. 
 Exploring the use of online communication channels in business knowledge-
sharing to test whether the preferences identified in this research are found 
more broadly, as well as exploring the potential use of social software to 
facilitate VCoE formation and success. 
There is a strong case for using online technologies for business knowledge-sharing 
in regions to support innovation and, ultimately, the development of the regional 
economy. While the regions studied had made very slight progress and many 
inhibitors were identified, the findings overall suggest that as these processes are 
better understood, regional SMEs and their communities can achieve better value 
from these online technologies. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 4.1  Letter of Approach 
Deakin University 
Letterhead 
«title» «givenname» «familyname» 
«positionheld_» 
«Section» «organisation» 
«streetaddress» 
«town» «postcode» 
 
Thursday, June 16, 2005 
 
Dear «title» «familyname»  
Your region «regionname» has been listed in the top ten most livable regions in Australia by the 2004-5 State of 
the Regions report. In your role as «positionheld_» in «Section» you have the potential to provide important 
insights into the value creating potential of small and medium business networks in «regionname». It is for these 
reasons that I approach you to participate in my research.  
 
I am PhD student at Deakin University undertaking a thesis investigating the Value Creating Potential of Virtual 
Communities of Practice for Regionally Clustered Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). I will be using a three 
stage interview process to obtain data in several regions in Victoria. The data from these interviews will be 
analysed and a model will be developed. It is hoped that this model will be used by regional planners in 
establishing the most efficient ways to utilise information and communications technology (ICT) to facilitate SME 
business networks. The ultimate goal of the research is to help regions make better informed decisions on ICT 
investments and maximize the potential for regional development. All participating regions will be furnished with a 
copy of the model and summary report of the findings. 
 
I would appreciate the opportunity to interview you for this research. It is anticipated that this interview will take 
approximately one hour and will be conducted at a time and place convenient to you.  
 
Attached is a copy of the Plain Language Statement explaining more fully what this research is about, and a copy 
of the participant’s Consent Form, required by research undertaken at Deakin University. I will be ringing you in a 
few days with regard to this request to participate and look forward to speaking with you then. However, if you 
require any further information prior to this, please do not hesitate to call me on one of the following: 
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  Mobile: 0417 345 117 
   Phone: 5289 6966 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Cecily Mason 
APPENDIX 
257 
Appendix 4.2  Regional Informants Interview Schedule 
<<RegionName>>   <<Date>> 
Interviewee Code: <<RegionalInformantCode>> 
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed, as you will be aware from the letter this research is 
investigating the value creating potential that online knowledge sharing business networks provide 
SMEs in regional areas.  
You have been invited to participate as you are a person who is familiar with the economic development 
within the region; as such your insights may prove to be extremely useful to my research by identifying 
key features of the region and its SME business and online networks. 
 
To start with I would like some background about the region and your role in it.  
1. Could you tell me about your role and the work you do in assisting the economic development of 
<<RegionName>>?  
 
Thanks! Now, I am interested in your view on the significance of SMEs to regional economic 
development  
2. Can you explain to me the significance to the economic activity in the <<RegionName>> region of small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs)?  
 
3. Does the region have specific initiatives for SME economic development in<<RegionName>>? 
 
3.1. Do you think that SMEs in <<RegionName>> have the potential to form cluster/s? 
 
That is really useful information and relevant to the next questions which are about the value business 
networks provide to <<RegionName>> and to its SMEs. 
4. Can you describe any business networks that are significant to the economic development of 
<<RegionName>>?  
4.1. How many / what proportion of SMEs participate in these business networks?  
 
5. What is the significance of informal business networks to the economic development of <<RegionName>>?  
(Only add this if requested - Informal business networks are those that are not contractually based / not 
associated with a specific organisation.) 
 
6. What kinds of value do SMEs currently obtain from participating in <<RegionName>> informal business 
networks?  
6.1. Do you think that SMEs recognise the value that they are obtaining from participating in these informal 
business networks? 
6.2. What things get in the way of that value being realised?  
6.3. How important is knowledge sharing in the formation / operation of those business networks? 
 
7. Why might SMEs not participate in informal business networks in <<RegionName>>? 
 
I am interested in your insights regarding online business initiatives in<<RegionName>>. By online I am 
referring to those that involve the use of the Internet or WWW. 
 
8. Are you aware of any business networks operating in <<RegionName>> that use the Internet or WWW? 
 
9. Can you tell me about any online initiatives using the Internet or WWW that <<RegionName>> has put in 
place for business? Particularly those directed towards SMEs?  
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We have now reached the final set of questions. I would like your views on knowledge sharing practices 
of SMEs and the value they can obtain from participating in business networks.  
By knowledge sharing I mean the interpersonal process where business information / knowledge of 
value to the firm is shared within informal networks.  
10. What types of value do you think that SMEs obtain from knowledge sharing in informal business networks? 
 
 
11. What are the impediments to knowledge sharing in informal business networks for SMEs in 
<<RegionName>>? 
 
 
12. Describe the additional benefits / limitations that knowledge sharing using the Internet / WWW provides 
SMEs in <<RegionName>>? 
 
13. Are there any other comments you would like to make with regard to the value creating potential that online 
knowledge sharing business networks provide SMEs in regional areas? 
 
 
14. Do you have any questions about any aspect of this research project? 
 
 
Thank you for your participation. 
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Appendix 4.3  Telephone Interview Response Form 
 
Phone Interview Response Form Participant Code:     
  Region:     
  Date:     
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this phone interview.   
1. To help me put your answers in context, could you give me the following background about your 
business: 
1.1. What is your major product or service?       
1.2 How many people are currently employed by your organisation?       
1.3 What industry does your business operate in?       
1.4 How long has your business been operating in Geelong?        
     
It would be useful to have an understanding of where you conduct your business.  
2. Do you primarily work with one major customer / client?    
Yes     
2.1 Where is your customer / client 
based 
        
Go to Question 3     
     
No     
2.2  Roughly how many customers / clients do you have?        
     
2.3 What percentage of your business is conducted -   
2.3.1 within the Geelong region         
2.3.2 outside Geelong but within Australia       
2.3.3 internationally         
      
3. Which of the following options best describe what you expect to happen to your business’s annual turnover 
in the next two years? 
3.1 Grow rapidly 3.2 Grow steadily 3.3 Remain the same 3.4 decrease  
     
4. Have you made a formal business development or contingency plan for the next two years? 
Yes No    
     
Now I would like some information about your business networks   
5. I know that you are a member of the Geelong Chamber of Commerce. Which of the following 
options would you say best describes how actively involved you are in the Geelong Chamber of 
Commerce? 
5.1. Very Active 5.2. Fairly active 5.3. Occasionally involved 5.4. Not at all 
active 
 
     
6. 6. Which of the following options describes how willing you are to share information about your 
business with other business people in the Geelong Chamber of Commerce? 
6.1. Usually willing to share 6.2. Sometimes willing - 
depends on the person 
6.3. Rarely willing to share 
information about my 
business 
6.4. Not 
applicable 
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7. Are you involved in any other business networks?    
No Go to Question 8    
     
Yes     
7.1 What are these business networks? 
   
     
8. Which of the following options would you say best describes how much benefit you gain from 
being involved in these business networks? 
8.1. Significant benefit 8.2. Some benefit 8.3. No benefit 8.4 
Unsure 
 
     
9. I am going to read a list of the kinds of information that can be obtained networks. Which of the 
following do you get from business networks in Geelong? 
9.1. Basic business information eg regional trends, current prices etc  
9.2. Information about your customers / clients or suppliers   
9.3. Information about your industry and your competitors  
9.4. Benchmarking your business / obtaining information on best practice  
9.5. Identifying new opportunities for your business  
     
Now I would like to talk with you about the extent to which you use the Internet for things like email, 
information searching etc 
10. Do you use the Internet at all in your business?   
No Go to question 15    
     
Yes     
11. I am going to read a list of business information available on the Internet. I would like you to tell 
me which information you get from the Internet 
 
11.1. Government requirements  
11.2. Basic business information eg regional trends, current prices etc  
11.3. Information about your customers / clients or suppliers   
11.4. Information about your industry and your competitors  
11.5 Benchmarking your business / obtaining information on best practice  
11.6 Identifying new opportunities for your business  
     
12. Now I am going to read a number of business applications used on the Internet and would like 
you to indicate which ones you use. 
 
12.1. Do you use Email   
12.2. Does your business have EFTPOS   
12.3 Do you use EDI (electronic Data Interchange   
12.4 Do you use Internet telephony / Voice over IP 
/ Serge 
      
     
13. Do you have a website?    
No Go to Question 15    
     
Yes     
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13.1. Do you provide detailed information about your business eg have an online catalogue of products or 
services? 
13.2. Can your customers / clients conduct business directly via your website eg an online ordering system? 
13.3. Does your website provide customer support features eg self-service features or tracking of orders / 
jobs? 
13.4 Does your website provide other features that I have not mentioned? 
  
     
14. Which of the following options describes how willing you are to use Internet to share information 
about your business with other business people in the region?  
14.1. Almost always willing 14.2. Sometimes willing - 
depends on the person 
14.3. Rarely willing 14.4. Not 
applicable 
 
     
Thank you for your participation in this phone interview. I really appreciate the information you have 
given me and the time spent but before we finish 
 
 
15. Is there anything you would like to add?  
  
  
I plan to follow up some of these issues in a small number of personal interviews with some of the people 
who have been involved in these phone interviews.  
     
Would you be willing to participate in a personal interview of approximately 45 minutes to an hour?   
     
If Yes     
        Thank you. I may contact you later to see if you are available. Thank you so much for the time you have given me 
.  
Goodbye!     
     
If No     
Thank you very much for your time. I really appreciate your input into my research.  
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Appendix 4.4  In-Depth Interview Schedule 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - In-Depth 
 
 
Participant Code:   
  Region:    <<RegionName>> 
  Date:   
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. The reason you have been asked to be involved is that in the 
phone interview you indicated you are actively involved in the <<regionalnetwork>> and are getting 
significant benefits from your local business networks.  
 
This interview is very different from the phone interview. It is more like a conversation, where I will 
suggest ideas and want you to give your opinions on them.  
 
1. To start with I would like you to tell me how you position your business strategically to give it a 
leading edge over other firms in the region.  
 How do you implement your business strategy to ensure that this is achieved? 
 
2.  Thanks, now can you tell me what you think is the single most useful / valuable feature of your  
    business that sets it apart from other firms in the region  
 
3. OK so what do you think you business gains by being located in <<RegionName>>? 
 What sets <<RegionName>> apart from other regions in terms of creating value? 
 
4. Now I would like you to tell me more about your involvement in the <<regionalnetwork>>.  
 What information and ideas of value to your business have you obtained from the <<regionalnetwork>> 
that you have not been able to achieve in other ways?  
 How have you used these information and ideas in your business? 
 What is the value that these information and ideas have provided to your business?  
 
5. What other sources do you use to obtain information and ideas that provide value to your 
organisation? 
1. What is your first ‘port of call’ for assistance? 
2. How significant do you think the <<regionalnetwork>> is in the range of sources available to your 
business 
a. How do all these sources of information and ideas hang together? 
b. How do you manage all the sources of information and ideas which you use? 
c. Do you use sources outside the region? If so, what sources (or where do you go)?  [This is more 
of a prompt rather than a separate question] 
 
6. What do you think is the ‘glue’ that holds the <<regionalnetwork>> together as a network?  
 Do you think that it is a common area of interest among SMEs? 
 Do members mentor each other? – give an example 
 Do you think members are willing to share information and ideas more freely with those in the network? 
Why? / Why not? 
 
7. Now I would like you to think back and tell me about a time recently when you shared / discussed 
business issues / problems with other SMEs 
 How did you communicate about that? eg F2F discussion? 
 Would you be happy / comfortable doing this in an open forum (meeting)  
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 Would you be happy / comfortable doing this in via an email 
 Would you feel comfortable discussing this in an online setting eg online forum etc via a web site 
 
Now I would like you to give me your views on the effects of the digital age, ie using the Internet in 
business. 
8. What information and ideas have you obtained from the <<regionalnetwork>> website? 
 
9. Some websites set up areas where members can discussion issues online. These require members 
to login (so nobody outside the network can have access). They include things like online forums 
where questions can be placed so that other members are able to make comments or give answers.  
a.  How useful / beneficial would it be if <<regionalnetwork>> set up areas on its website where 
members could share / discuss business issues / problems with each other?  
 If not useful, why? / If useful, why?  
 Would it be useful / beneficial to individual SMEs? Why / Why not? 
 Would it be useful / beneficial to the region as a whole? Why / Why not? 
 What would be the most valuable aspects of such an online forum? 
 
b. Under what circumstances, if any, would you use such an online forum?  
 How important would it be that others are using it before you would become involved?  
 
c. Which of the following information/ideas would you be willing to share in such a forum?  
(May need to probe each of these options with ‘would you share this type of information in a F2F 
environment? Or not at all?’ If answer ‘depends’ get them to give an example ) 
 Best practices  
 Market information  
 Managing alliances 
 Innovation 
 
d. To what extent would you find it useful / beneficial to be able to view previous online 
discussions between members?  
 
10. Some organisations set up a system on their website that enables members to record the expertise 
they are willing to share, and where other members can search this. The members can then email 
the expert or contact them via phone.  
1. How useful / beneficial would it be for the <<regionnetwork>> to set up an expertise database for 
members? If not useful, why not?  
 
2. Would you register your expertise (if not why not)? 
 
3. Under what circumstances would you feel comfortable discussing business issues / problems 
via email? 
a. Would it depend on the person or their organisation? 
b. What types of information/ideas would you be willing to share via 
email? 
 
11. Is there any other comment you would like to make with regard to this research project 
 
12. Do you have any questions about any aspect of this research project?  
 
 
 Thanks very much! Your input into my research is most useful. 
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Appendix 7.1  Employee Numbers 
Statistics
Number of  Employees
192
0
12.37
6.00
2
19.977
Valid
Missing
N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Deviation
 
 
Num ber of Em ployees
14 7.3 7.3 7.3
27 14.1 14.1 21.4
21 10.9 10.9 32.3
17 8.9 8.9 41.1
16 8.3 8.3 49.5
13 6.8 6.8 56.3
8 4.2 4.2 60.4
5 2.6 2.6 63.0
6 3.1 3.1 66.1
3 1.6 1.6 67.7
5 2.6 2.6 70.3
5 2.6 2.6 72.9
3 1.6 1.6 74.5
7 3.6 3.6 78.1
4 2.1 2.1 80.2
1 .5 .5 80.7
1 .5 .5 81.3
4 2.1 2.1 83.3
3 1.6 1.6 84.9
3 1.6 1.6 86.5
2 1.0 1.0 87.5
1 .5 .5 88.0
2 1.0 1.0 89.1
1 .5 .5 89.6
1 .5 .5 90.1
2 1.0 1.0 91.1
2 1.0 1.0 92.2
1 .5 .5 92.7
1 .5 .5 93.2
4 2.1 2.1 95.3
1 .5 .5 95.8
1 .5 .5 96.4
1 .5 .5 96.9
1 .5 .5 97.4
1 .5 .5 97.9
2 1.0 1.0 99.0
1 .5 .5 99.5
1 .5 .5 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
20
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
30
35
36
40
52
54
55
60
70
100
140
144
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
  
Em ployee Num bers
95 49.5 49.5 49.5
59 30.7 30.7 80.2
38 19.8 19.8 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
1-5
6-15
>15
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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Appendix 7.2  Growth Expectations by Business Plan  
 
Bus iness  Projection[3] * Bus iness  Plan  Crosstabulation
12 20 32
37.5% 62.5% 100.0%
10.6% 25.3% 16.7%
69 47 116
59.5% 40.5% 100.0%
61.1% 59.5% 60.4%
32 12 44
72.7% 27.3% 100.0%
28.3% 15.2% 22.9%
113 79 192
58.9% 41.1% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
% w ithin Bus iness Plan
Count
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
% w ithin Bus iness Plan
Count
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
% w ithin Bus iness Plan
Count
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
% w ithin Bus iness Plan
No Grow th
Grow  Steadily
Grow  Rapidly
Business
Projection[3]
Total
Yes No
Business Plan
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
9.542a 2 .008
9.600 2 .008
9.137 1 .003
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  13.17.
a. 
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Appendix 7.3  Percent Business in Region  
Statistics
% Business in the Region
192
0
64.11
75.00
100
33.383
Valid
Missing
N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Deviation
 
% Bus iness  in the  Region
6 3.1 3.1 3.1
1 .5 .5 3.6
5 2.6 2.6 6.3
1 .5 .5 6.8
1 .5 .5 7.3
7 3.6 3.6 10.9
1 .5 .5 11.5
3 1.6 1.6 13.0
1 .5 .5 13.5
2 1.0 1.0 14.6
4 2.1 2.1 16.7
1 .5 .5 17.2
1 .5 .5 17.7
11 5.7 5.7 23.4
1 .5 .5 24.0
7 3.6 3.6 27.6
1 .5 .5 28.1
17 8.9 8.9 37.0
1 .5 .5 37.5
5 2.6 2.6 40.1
5 2.6 2.6 42.7
2 1.0 1.0 43.8
8 4.2 4.2 47.9
7 3.6 3.6 51.6
16 8.3 8.3 59.9
6 3.1 3.1 63.0
2 1.0 1.0 64.1
19 9.9 9.9 74.0
11 5.7 5.7 79.7
1 .5 .5 80.2
4 2.1 2.1 82.3
2 1.0 1.0 83.3
32 16.7 16.7 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
0
1
2
3
4
5
9
10
13
15
20
25
28
30
33
40
45
50
54
60
65
66
70
75
80
85
88
90
95
97
98
99
100
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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Appendix 7.4  Percent International Business  
Statistics
% Business International
192
0
2.82
.00
0
12.453
Valid
Missing
N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Deviation
 
 
% Bus iness  International
169 88.0 88.0 88.0
2 1.0 1.0 89.1
5 2.6 2.6 91.7
1 .5 .5 92.2
2 1.0 1.0 93.2
2 1.0 1.0 94.3
2 1.0 1.0 95.3
1 .5 .5 95.8
1 .5 .5 96.4
1 .5 .5 96.9
1 .5 .5 97.4
1 .5 .5 97.9
1 .5 .5 98.4
1 .5 .5 99.0
1 .5 .5 99.5
1 .5 .5 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
0
1
2
4
5
10
15
17
20
30
40
50
60
69
81
99
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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Appendix 7.5  Industry Type by Geographic Focus 
Geographic Focus  * Industry Type  Crosstabulation
32 60 92
34.8% 65.2% 100.0%
65.3% 42.0% 47.9%
17 83 100
17.0% 83.0% 100.0%
34.7% 58.0% 52.1%
49 143 192
25.5% 74.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Geographic
Focus
% w ithin Industry Type
Count
% w ithin Geographic
Focus
% w ithin Industry Type
Count
% w ithin Geographic
Focus
% w ithin Industry Type
Outside Region
Inside Region
Geographic
Focus
Total
Manufacturing
& Production Service
Industry Type
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
7.972b 1 .005
7.064 1 .008
8.048 1 .005
.005 .004
7.930 1 .005
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 23.
48.
b. 
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Appendix 7.6  Business Projection by Geographic Focus 
Bus iness  Projection[3] * Geographic Focus  Crosstabulation
9 23 32
28.1% 71.9% 100.0%
9.8% 23.0% 16.7%
56 60 116
48.3% 51.7% 100.0%
60.9% 60.0% 60.4%
27 17 44
61.4% 38.6% 100.0%
29.3% 17.0% 22.9%
92 100 192
47.9% 52.1% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
% w ithin
Geographic  Focus
Count
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
% w ithin
Geographic  Focus
Count
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
% w ithin
Geographic  Focus
Count
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
% w ithin
Geographic  Focus
No Grow th
Grow  Steadily
Grow  Rapidly
Business
Projection[3]
Total
Outside
Region Inside Region
Geographic  Focus
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
8.217a 2 .016
8.434 2 .015
7.949 1 .005
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  15.33.
a. 
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Appendix 7.7  Years in Business 
Statistics
Years in Business
192
0
15.66
9.00
3
21.999
Valid
Missing
N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Deviation
 
 
Years in Bus iness
16 8.3 8.3 8.3
11 5.7 5.7 14.1
27 14.1 14.1 28.1
9 4.7 4.7 32.8
11 5.7 5.7 38.5
9 4.7 4.7 43.2
5 2.6 2.6 45.8
6 3.1 3.1 49.0
8 4.2 4.2 53.1
11 5.7 5.7 58.9
3 1.6 1.6 60.4
4 2.1 2.1 62.5
1 .5 .5 63.0
1 .5 .5 63.5
6 3.1 3.1 66.7
3 1.6 1.6 68.2
2 1.0 1.0 69.3
2 1.0 1.0 70.3
10 5.2 5.2 75.5
5 2.6 2.6 78.1
4 2.1 2.1 80.2
1 .5 .5 80.7
2 1.0 1.0 81.8
4 2.1 2.1 83.9
2 1.0 1.0 84.9
2 1.0 1.0 85.9
1 .5 .5 86.5
3 1.6 1.6 88.0
3 1.6 1.6 89.6
3 1.6 1.6 91.1
2 1.0 1.0 92.2
1 .5 .5 92.7
1 .5 .5 93.2
2 1.0 1.0 94.3
1 .5 .5 94.8
1 .5 .5 95.3
1 .5 .5 95.8
1 .5 .5 96.4
1 .5 .5 96.9
1 .5 .5 97.4
1 .5 .5 97.9
1 .5 .5 98.4
1 .5 .5 99.0
1 .5 .5 99.5
1 .5 .5 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
20
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
35
36
42
44
51
52
55
57
60
80
121
134
140
148
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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Appendix 7.8  Years in Business by Region 
 Years Category[1] * Region Crosstabulation 
 
    
Region 
Total Camrooka Boonaburra 
Years Category[1] 1-5 years Count 44 30 74 
% within Years 
Category[1] 
59.5% 40.5% 100.0% 
% within Region 51.2% 28.3% 38.5% 
>5 years Count 42 76 118 
% within Years 
Category[1] 
35.6% 64.4% 100.0% 
% within Region 48.8% 71.7% 61.5% 
Total Count 86 106 192 
% within Years 
Category[1] 
44.8% 55.2% 100.0% 
% within Region 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
10.476b 1 .001
9.533 1 .002
10.514 1 .001
.002 .001
10.421 1 .001
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 33.
15.
b. 
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Appendix 7.9  Years in Business by Employee Numbers 
 
Em ployees  * Years  in Business Crosstabulation
50 45 95
52.6% 47.4% 100.0%
67.6% 38.1% 49.5%
14 45 59
23.7% 76.3% 100.0%
18.9% 38.1% 30.7%
10 28 38
26.3% 73.7% 100.0%
13.5% 23.7% 19.8%
74 118 192
38.5% 61.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Employees
% w ithin Years in
Business
Count
% w ithin Employees
% w ithin Years in
Business
Count
% w ithin Employees
% w ithin Years in
Business
Count
% w ithin Employees
% w ithin Years in
Business
1-5 years
6-10 years
>15 years
Employees
Total
New er Established
Years in Business
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
15.825a 2 .000
16.103 2 .000
11.763 1 .001
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  14.65.
a. 
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Appendix 7.10  Website Functionality 
Website provides detailed information [2]
48 25.0 25.0 25.0
144 75.0 75.0 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
No
Yes
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Customers conduct Bus iness  on Webs ite  [2]
117 60.9 60.9 60.9
75 39.1 39.1 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
No
Yes
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Website provides Customer Support [2]
159 82.8 82.8 82.8
33 17.2 17.2 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
No
Yes
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Website has  Additional Features  [2]
130 67.7 67.7 67.7
62 32.3 32.3 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
No
Yes
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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Appendix 7.11 Networking Activity by Region  
Network  Activity[3] * Region Crosstabulation
14 31 45
31.1% 68.9% 100.0%
16.3% 29.2% 23.4%
40 53 93
43.0% 57.0% 100.0%
46.5% 50.0% 48.4%
32 22 54
59.3% 40.7% 100.0%
37.2% 20.8% 28.1%
86 106 192
44.8% 55.2% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
% w ithin Region
Count
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
% w ithin Region
Count
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
% w ithin Region
Count
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
% w ithin Region
Not Active
Occasional
Active
Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Total
Camrooka Boonaburra
Region
Total
 
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
8.096a 2 .017
8.183 2 .017
7.963 1 .005
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  20.16.
a. 
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Appendix 7.12  Networking Activity by Employee Numbers  
Netw ork  Activity[3] * Employee  Number s Cross tabulation
19 18 8 45
42.2% 40.0% 17.8% 100.0%
20.0% 30.5% 21.1% 23.4%
41 27 25 93
44.1% 29.0% 26.9% 100.0%
43.2% 45.8% 65.8% 48.4%
35 14 5 54
64.8% 25.9% 9.3% 100.0%
36.8% 23.7% 13.2% 28.1%
95 59 38 192
49.5% 30.7% 19.8% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
% w ithin Employee
Numbers
Count
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
% w ithin Employee
Numbers
Count
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
% w ithin Employee
Numbers
Count
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
% w ithin Employee
Numbers
Not Active
Occasional
Active
Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Total
1-5 6-15 >15
Employee Numbers
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
10.825a 4 .029
11.070 4 .026
4.450 1 .035
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  8.91.
a. 
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Appendix 7.13  Benefits of Networking by Total Number of Networks 
 
Benefits  from Netw ork ing[3] * Additional Ne tw orks  [2] Crosstabulation
23 6 0 29
79.3% 20.7% .0% 100.0%
29.1% 6.9% .0% 15.1%
41 37 8 86
47.7% 43.0% 9.3% 100.0%
51.9% 42.5% 30.8% 44.8%
15 44 18 77
19.5% 57.1% 23.4% 100.0%
19.0% 50.6% 69.2% 40.1%
79 87 26 192
41.1% 45.3% 13.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Benef its
f rom Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks  [2]
Count
% w ithin Benef its
f rom Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks  [2]
Count
% w ithin Benef its
f rom Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks  [2]
Count
% w ithin Benef its
f rom Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks  [2]
None
Some
Signif icant
Benef its f rom
Netw orking[3]
Total
0-1 2-3 4-5
Additional Netw orks [2]
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
36.867a 4 .000
40.649 4 .000
34.639 1 .000
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
1 cells (11.1%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  3.93.
a. 
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Appendix 7.14  Benefits of Networking by Region 
 
 Benefits from Networking[3] * Region Crosstabulation 
 
    
Region 
Total Camrooka Boonaburra 
Benefits from 
Networking[3] 
None Count 6 23 29 
% within Benefits 
from Networking[3] 
20.7% 79.3% 100.0% 
% within Region 7.0% 21.7% 15.1% 
Some Count 35 51 86 
% within Benefits 
from Networking[3] 
40.7% 59.3% 100.0% 
% within Region 40.7% 48.1% 44.8% 
Significant Count 45 32 77 
% within Benefits 
from Networking[3] 
58.4% 41.6% 100.0% 
% within Region 52.3% 30.2% 40.1% 
Total Count 86 106 192 
% within Benefits 
from Networking[3] 
44.8% 55.2% 100.0% 
% within Region 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
13.197a 2 .001
13.746 2 .001
13.106 1 .000
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  12.99.
a. 
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Appendix 7.15  Benefits of Networking by Networking Activity 
 
Benefits  from  Netw or king[3] * Ne tw ork  Activity[3] Crosstabulation
12 16 1 29
41.4% 55.2% 3.4% 100.0%
26.7% 17.2% 1.9% 15.1%
20 45 21 86
23.3% 52.3% 24.4% 100.0%
44.4% 48.4% 38.9% 44.8%
13 32 32 77
16.9% 41.6% 41.6% 100.0%
28.9% 34.4% 59.3% 40.1%
45 93 54 192
23.4% 48.4% 28.1% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Benef its
f rom Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Count
% w ithin Benef its
f rom Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Count
% w ithin Benef its
f rom Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Count
% w ithin Benef its
f rom Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
None
Some
Signif icant
Benef its f rom
Netw orking[3]
Total
Not Active Occasional Active
Netw ork Activity [3]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
18.327a 4 .001
20.970 4 .000
15.873 1 .000
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  6.80.
a. 
 
 
 
APPENDIX 
279 
Appendix 7.16  Benefits of Networking by Business Plan 
Benefits  from  Netw or king[3] * Business  Plan  Crosstabulation
13 16 29
44.8% 55.2% 100.0%
11.5% 20.3% 15.1%
44 42 86
51.2% 48.8% 100.0%
38.9% 53.2% 44.8%
56 21 77
72.7% 27.3% 100.0%
49.6% 26.6% 40.1%
113 79 192
58.9% 41.1% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Benef its  f rom
Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Business Plan
Count
% w ithin Benef its  f rom
Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Business Plan
Count
% w ithin Benef its  f rom
Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Business Plan
Count
% w ithin Benef its  f rom
Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Business Plan
None
Some
Signif icant
Benef its f rom
Netw orking[3]
Total
Yes No
Business Plan
Total
 
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
10.577a 2 .005
10.813 2 .004
9.508 1 .002
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  11.93.
a. 
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Appendix 7.17  Information from Networks 
Basic Inform ation (Networks)
63 32.8 32.8 32.8
16 8.3 8.3 41.1
113 58.9 58.9 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Identify New  Opportunities  (Networks)
52 27.1 27.1 27.1
18 9.4 9.4 36.5
122 63.5 63.5 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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 Appendix 7.18  Benefits of Networking by Identify New Opportunities 
 
Benefits  from Netw ork ing[3] * Identify New  Opportunities (Ne tw orks) Cross tabulation
16 3 10 29
55.2% 10.3% 34.5% 100.0%
30.8% 16.7% 8.2% 15.1%
24 8 54 86
27.9% 9.3% 62.8% 100.0%
46.2% 44.4% 44.3% 44.8%
12 7 58 77
15.6% 9.1% 75.3% 100.0%
23.1% 38.9% 47.5% 40.1%
52 18 122 192
27.1% 9.4% 63.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Benef its  f rom
Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Netw orks)
Count
% w ithin Benef its  f rom
Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Netw orks)
Count
% w ithin Benef its  f rom
Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Netw orks)
Count
% w ithin Benef its  f rom
Netw orking[3]
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Netw orks)
None
Some
Signif icant
Benef its f rom
Netw orking[3]
Total
Never Occasionally Regularly
Identify New  Opportunities (Netw orks)
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
17.809a 4 .001
17.203 4 .002
16.288 1 .000
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
1 cells (11.1%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  2.72.
a. 
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Appendix 7.19  Years in Business by Industry / Competitor Information 
Identify New  Opportunities  (Ne tw orks ) * Years  Categor y[1] Cross tabulation
11 41 52
21.2% 78.8% 100.0%
14.9% 34.7% 27.1%
7 11 18
38.9% 61.1% 100.0%
9.5% 9.3% 9.4%
56 66 122
45.9% 54.1% 100.0%
75.7% 55.9% 63.5%
74 118 192
38.5% 61.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Netw orks)
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Count
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Netw orks)
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Count
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Netw orks)
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Count
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Netw orks)
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Identify New  Opportunities
(Netw orks)
Total
1-5 years >5 years
Years Category [1]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
9.428a 2 .009
9.968 2 .007
9.186 1 .002
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  6.94.
a. 
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Appendix 7.20  Share Knowledge in Networks by Network Activity 
Share Inform ation [3] * Netw ork  Activity[3] Cross tabulation
24 35 15 74
32.4% 47.3% 20.3% 100.0%
53.3% 37.6% 27.8% 38.5%
21 58 39 118
17.8% 49.2% 33.1% 100.0%
46.7% 62.4% 72.2% 61.5%
45 93 54 192
23.4% 48.4% 28.1% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Not Willling
Willing
Share Information
[3]
Total
Not Active Occasional Active
Netw ork Activity[3]
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
6.830a 2 .033
6.823 2 .033
6.623 1 .010
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  17.34.
a. 
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Appendix 7.21  Share Knowledge in Networks by Years in Business 
Share Inform ation [3] * Years Category[1] Cr osstabulation
21 53 74
28.4% 71.6% 100.0%
28.4% 44.9% 38.5%
53 65 118
44.9% 55.1% 100.0%
71.6% 55.1% 61.5%
74 118 192
38.5% 61.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Not Willling
Willing
Share Information
[3]
Total
1-5 years >5 years
Years Category [1]
Total
 
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
5.251b 1 .022
4.576 1 .032
5.354 1 .021
.023 .016
5.223 1 .022
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 28.
52.
b. 
 
APPENDIX 
285 
Appendix 7.22  Share Knowledge in Networks by Region 
 Share Information [3] * Region Crosstabulation 
 
    
Region 
Total Camrooka Boonaburra 
Share Information 
[3] 
Not Willling Count 24 50 74 
% within Share 
Information [3] 
32.4% 67.6% 100.0% 
% within Region 27.9% 47.2% 38.5% 
Willing Count 62 56 118 
% within Share 
Information [3] 
52.5% 47.5% 100.0% 
% within Region 72.1% 52.8% 61.5% 
Total Count 86 106 192 
% within Share 
Information [3] 
44.8% 55.2% 100.0% 
% within Region 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
7.438b 1 .006
6.647 1 .010
7.551 1 .006
.007 .005
7.399 1 .007
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 33.
15.
b. 
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 Appendix 7.23  Share Knowledge in Networks by Geographic Focus 
 
 Share Information [3] * Geographic Focus Crosstabulation 
 
    
Geographic Focus 
Total 
Outside 
Region Inside Region 
Share Information 
[3] 
Not Willing Count 35 39 74 
% within Share 
Information [3] 
47.3% 52.7% 100.0% 
% within 
Geographic Focus 
38.0% 39.0% 38.5% 
Willing Count 57 61 118 
% within Share 
Information [3] 
48.3% 51.7% 100.0% 
% within 
Geographic Focus 
62.0% 61.0% 61.5% 
Total Count 92 100 192 
% within Share 
Information [3] 
47.9% 52.1% 100.0% 
% within 
Geographic Focus 
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
.019b 1 .892
.000 1 1.000
.019 1 .892
1.000 .505
.018 1 .892
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 35.
46.
b. 
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Appendix 7.24  Share Knowledge in Networks by Business Projection 
Share Inform ation [3] * Bus iness Pr ojection[3] Cross tabulation
17 42 15 74
23.0% 56.8% 20.3% 100.0%
53.1% 36.2% 34.1% 38.5%
15 74 29 118
12.7% 62.7% 24.6% 100.0%
46.9% 63.8% 65.9% 61.5%
32 116 44 192
16.7% 60.4% 22.9% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
Not Willing
Willing
Share Information
[3]
Total
No Grow th Grow  Steadily Grow  Rapidly
Business Projection[3]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
3.508a 2 .173
3.428 2 .180
2.450 1 .118
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  12.33.
a. 
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Appendix 7.25  Information Obtained from the Web 
Statistics
192 192 192 192 192 192 192
0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1.18 1.36 1.15 1.38 1.57 .93 1.33
2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 1.00 2.00
Valid
Missing
N
Mean
Median
Government
Requirement
s (Internet)
Basic
Information
(Internet)
Customer
Information
(Internet)
Supplier
Information
(Internet)
Industry/
Competitor
Information
(Internet)
Benchmar
king/BP
Informatio
n (Internet)
Identify New
Opportunities
(Internet)
 
 
Gover nm ent Requirem ents  (Internet)
73 38.0 38.0 38.0
11 5.7 5.7 43.8
108 56.3 56.3 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Basic Inform ation (Internet)
54 28.1 28.1 28.1
15 7.8 7.8 35.9
123 64.1 64.1 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Customer Infor mation (Internet)
76 39.6 39.6 39.6
11 5.7 5.7 45.3
105 54.7 54.7 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Supplier  Inform ation (Inter net)
54 28.1 28.1 28.1
12 6.3 6.3 34.4
126 65.6 65.6 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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Industry/Competitor Inform ation (Inte rne t)
33 17.2 17.2 17.2
16 8.3 8.3 25.5
143 74.5 74.5 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Benchmark ing/BP Inform ation (Internet)
94 49.0 49.0 49.0
17 8.9 8.9 57.8
81 42.2 42.2 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
Identify New  Opportunities  (Internet)
58 30.2 30.2 30.2
13 6.8 6.8 37.0
121 63.0 63.0 100.0
192 100.0 100.0
Never
Occasionally
Regularly
Total
Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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Appendix 7.26  Share Information in Networks by Share Knowledge Online 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Shar e Information [3] Cross tabulation
59 45 104
56.7% 43.3% 100.0%
79.7% 38.1% 54.2%
15 73 88
17.0% 83.0% 100.0%
20.3% 61.9% 45.8%
74 118 192
38.5% 61.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Share
Information [3]
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
Not Willing Willing
Share Information [3]
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
31.693b 1 .000
30.040 1 .000
33.348 1 .000
.000 .000
31.528 1 .000
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 33.
92.
b. 
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Appendix 7.27  Share Knowledge in Networks by Additional Networks 
Additional Ne tw or ks  [2] * Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] Cross tabulation
51 28 79
64.6% 35.4% 100.0%
49.0% 31.8% 41.1%
41 46 87
47.1% 52.9% 100.0%
39.4% 52.3% 45.3%
12 14 26
46.2% 53.8% 100.0%
11.5% 15.9% 13.5%
104 88 192
54.2% 45.8% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks  [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks  [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks  [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks  [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
0-1
2-3
4-5
Additional
Netw orks
[2]
Total
Unw illing Willing
Share Information on
Internet [3]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
5.845a 2 .054
5.901 2 .052
4.696 1 .030
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  11.92.
a. 
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Appendix 7.28  Share Knowledge Online by Total Number of Networks 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Additional Netw orks  [2] Cross tabulation
51 41 12 104
49.0% 39.4% 11.5% 100.0%
64.6% 47.1% 46.2% 54.2%
28 46 14 88
31.8% 52.3% 15.9% 100.0%
35.4% 52.9% 53.8% 45.8%
79 87 26 192
41.1% 45.3% 13.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks [2]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks [2]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Additional
Netw orks [2]
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
0-1 2-3 4-5
Additional Netw orks [2]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tests
5.845a 2 .054
5.901 2 .052
4.696 1 .030
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  11.92.
a. 
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Appendix 7.29  Share Knowledge Online by Years in Business 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Year s Category[1] Crosstabulation
32 72 104
30.8% 69.2% 100.0%
43.2% 61.0% 54.2%
42 46 88
47.7% 52.3% 100.0%
56.8% 39.0% 45.8%
74 118 192
38.5% 61.5% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Years
Category[1]
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
1-5 years >5 years
Years Category [1]
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
5.787b 1 .016
5.093 1 .024
5.797 1 .016
.018 .012
5.757 1 .016
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 33.
92.
b. 
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Appendix 7.30  Share Knowledge Online by Region 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Region Crosstabulation
37 67 104
35.6% 64.4% 100.0%
43.0% 63.2% 54.2%
49 39 88
55.7% 44.3% 100.0%
57.0% 36.8% 45.8%
86 106 192
44.8% 55.2% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Region
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Region
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Region
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
Camrooka Boonaburra
Region
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
7.791b 1 .005
7.000 1 .008
7.830 1 .005
.006 .004
7.751 1 .005
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 39.
42.
b. 
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Appendix 7.31  Share Knowledge Online by Geographic Focus 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Geographic Focus Cross tabulation
43 61 104
41.3% 58.7% 100.0%
46.7% 61.0% 54.2%
49 39 88
55.7% 44.3% 100.0%
53.3% 39.0% 45.8%
92 100 192
47.9% 52.1% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Geographic
Focus
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Geographic
Focus
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Geographic
Focus
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
Outside
Region Inside Region
Geographic  Focus
Total
 
 
 Chi-Square Tests 
 
  Value df 
Asymp. Sig. 
(2-sided) 
Exact Sig. 
(2-sided) 
Exact Sig. 
(1-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 3.925(b) 1 .048     
Continuity 
Correction(a) 
3.372 1 .066     
Likelihood Ratio 3.937 1 .047     
Fisher's Exact Test       .059 .033 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association 
3.905 1 .048     
N of Valid Cases 192         
a Computed only for a 2x2 table 
b 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 42.17. 
 
 
 
APPENDIX 
296 
Appendix 7.32  Share Knowledge Online by Business Projection 
Share Inform ation on Internet [3] * Business  Projection[3] Cross tabulation
18 69 17 104
17.3% 66.3% 16.3% 100.0%
56.3% 59.5% 38.6% 54.2%
14 47 27 88
15.9% 53.4% 30.7% 100.0%
43.8% 40.5% 61.4% 45.8%
32 116 44 192
16.7% 60.4% 22.9% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Bus iness
Projection[3]
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
No Grow th Grow  Steadily Grow  Rapidly
Business Projection[3]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
5.651a 2 .059
5.657 2 .059
2.995 1 .084
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less  than 5. The
minimum expected count is  14.67.
a. 
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Appendix 7.33  Total Number of Networks by Share Knowledge in Network 
Share Inform ation on Inter ne t [3] * Netw ork  Activity[3] Cross tabulation
27 53 24 104
26.0% 51.0% 23.1% 100.0%
60.0% 57.0% 44.4% 54.2%
18 40 30 88
20.5% 45.5% 34.1% 100.0%
40.0% 43.0% 55.6% 45.8%
45 93 54 192
23.4% 48.4% 28.1% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Netw ork
Activ ity[3]
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
Not Active Occasional Active
Netw ork Activity [3]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
2.971a 2 .226
2.969 2 .227
2.521 1 .112
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  20.63.
a. 
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Appendix 7.34  Share Knowledge Online by Identify New Opportunities 
 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Identify New  Opportunities  (Inte rnet) Cross tabulation
41 8 55 104
39.4% 7.7% 52.9% 100.0%
70.7% 61.5% 45.5% 54.2%
17 5 66 88
19.3% 5.7% 75.0% 100.0%
29.3% 38.5% 54.5% 45.8%
58 13 121 192
30.2% 6.8% 63.0% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Internet)
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Internet)
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Identify New
Opportunities  (Internet)
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
Never Occasionally Regularly
Identify New  Opportunities (Internet)
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
10.362a 2 .006
10.601 2 .005
10.250 1 .001
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less  than 5. The
minimum expected count is  5.96.
a. 
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Appendix 7.35  Share Knowledge Online by Customer Information 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Cus tom er  Inform ation (Inte rne t) Crosstabulation
48 9 47 104
46.2% 8.7% 45.2% 100.0%
63.2% 81.8% 44.8% 54.2%
28 2 58 88
31.8% 2.3% 65.9% 100.0%
36.8% 18.2% 55.2% 45.8%
76 11 105 192
39.6% 5.7% 54.7% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Customer
Information (Internet)
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Customer
Information (Internet)
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Customer
Information (Internet)
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
Never Occasionally Regularly
Customer Information (Internet)
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
9.603a 2 .008
9.963 2 .007
6.334 1 .012
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less  than 5. The
minimum expected count is  5.04.
a. 
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Appendix 7.36  Share Knowledge Online by Benchmarking / Best Practices 
 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Benchmar king/BP Information (Inte rnet) Cross tabulation
59 10 35 104
56.7% 9.6% 33.7% 100.0%
62.8% 58.8% 43.2% 54.2%
35 7 46 88
39.8% 8.0% 52.3% 100.0%
37.2% 41.2% 56.8% 45.8%
94 17 81 192
49.0% 8.9% 42.2% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin
Benchmarking/BP
Information (Internet)
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin
Benchmarking/BP
Information (Internet)
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin
Benchmarking/BP
Information (Internet)
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
Never Occasionally Regularly
Benchmarking/BP Information
(Internet)
Total
 
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
6.865a 2 .032
6.892 2 .032
6.618 1 .010
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  7.79.
a. 
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Appendix 7.37  Share Knowledge Online by Business has a Website  
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Bus iness  has a Webs ite [2] Cross tabulation
28 76 104
26.9% 73.1% 100.0%
73.7% 49.4% 54.2%
10 78 88
11.4% 88.6% 100.0%
26.3% 50.6% 45.8%
38 154 192
19.8% 80.2% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Bus iness has a
Website [2]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Bus iness has a
Website [2]
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Bus iness has a
Website [2]
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
No Yes
Business has a
Website [2]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
7.269b 1 .007
6.322 1 .012
7.569 1 .006
.010 .005
7.232 1 .007
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 17.
42.
b. 
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Appendix 7.38  Share Knowledge Online by Website includes Detailed 
Information 
Website provides detailed information [2] * Shar e Information on Internet [3] Cross tabulation
33 15 48
68.8% 31.3% 100.0%
31.7% 17.0% 25.0%
71 73 144
49.3% 50.7% 100.0%
68.3% 83.0% 75.0%
104 88 192
54.2% 45.8% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Webs ite
provides detailed
information [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Webs ite
provides detailed
information [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Webs ite
provides detailed
information [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
No
Yes
Website prov ides
detailed information [2]
Total
Unw illing Willing
Share Information on
Internet [3]
Total
 
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
5.483b 1 .019
4.727 1 .030
5.611 1 .018
.020 .014
5.454 1 .020
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 22.
00.
b. 
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Appendix 7.39  Share Knowledge Online by Customers Conduct Business on 
Website 
 
Customers  conduct Bus iness  on Webs ite  [2] * Share  Inform ation on Inte rne t [3] Cr osstabulation
71 46 117
60.7% 39.3% 100.0%
68.3% 52.3% 60.9%
33 42 75
44.0% 56.0% 100.0%
31.7% 47.7% 39.1%
104 88 192
54.2% 45.8% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Customers
conduct Business on
Website [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Customers
conduct Business on
Website [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Customers
conduct Business on
Website [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
No
Yes
Customers conduct
Business on Website [2]
Total
Unw illing Willing
Share Information on
Internet [3]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
5.124b 1 .024
4.474 1 .034
5.131 1 .024
.027 .017
5.097 1 .024
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 34.
38.
b. 
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Appendix 7.40  Share Knowledge Online by Website Provides Customer 
Support  
 
Website provides Customer Support [2] * Share Inform ation on Inter ne t [3] Crosstabulation
93 66 159
58.5% 41.5% 100.0%
89.4% 75.0% 82.8%
11 22 33
33.3% 66.7% 100.0%
10.6% 25.0% 17.2%
104 88 192
54.2% 45.8% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Website
provides Customer
Support [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Website
provides Customer
Support [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Website
provides Customer
Support [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
No
Yes
Website prov ides
Customer Support [2]
Total
Unw illing Willing
Share Information on
Internet [3]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
6.967b 1 .008
5.990 1 .014
7.010 1 .008
.012 .007
6.930 1 .008
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 15.
13.
b. 
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Appendix 7.41  Share Knowledge Online by Website has Additional Features  
 
Website has  Additional Features  [2] * Share  Inform ation on Interne t [3] Cross tabulation
82 48 130
63.1% 36.9% 100.0%
78.8% 54.5% 67.7%
22 40 62
35.5% 64.5% 100.0%
21.2% 45.5% 32.3%
104 88 192
54.2% 45.8% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Website has
Additional Features [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Website has
Additional Features [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
Count
% w ithin Website has
Additional Features [2]
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
No
Yes
Website has Additional
Features [2]
Total
Unw illing Willing
Share Information on
Internet [3]
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
12.874b 1 .000
11.787 1 .001
12.963 1 .000
.000 .000
12.807 1 .000
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity  Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's  Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(2-s ided)
Exact Sig.
(1-s ided)
Computed only for a 2x2 tablea. 
0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 28.
42.
b. 
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Appendix 7.42  Share Knowledge Online by Web Use Intensity 
Share Inform ation on Interne t [3] * Web Use  Intens ity Crosstabulation
6 36 62 104
5.8% 34.6% 59.6% 100.0%
100.0% 69.2% 46.3% 54.2%
0 16 72 88
.0% 18.2% 81.8% 100.0%
.0% 30.8% 53.7% 45.8%
6 52 134 192
3.1% 27.1% 69.8% 100.0%
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Web Use
Intens ity
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Web Use
Intens ity
Count
% w ithin Share
Information on Internet [3]
% w ithin Web Use
Intens ity
Unw illing
Willing
Share Information
on Internet [3]
Total
None Low High
Web Use Intens ity
Total
 
 
Chi-Square  Tes ts
13.197a 2 .001
15.624 2 .000
13.031 1 .000
192
Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of  Valid Cases
Value df
Asymp. Sig.
(2-s ided)
2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is  2.75.
a. 
 
 
